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•	 Child	trafficking	occurs	in	virtually	all	countries	in	Europe.	There	is	no	clear-cut	distinction	between	
countries of origin and destination in Europe; in more than half of the countries trafficking routes lead 
in both directions, into and out of the country. Thus countries have multiple responsibilities: to prevent 
trafficking, identify affected and at-risk children, and provide assistance and protection to victims.

•	 Children	are	trafficked	across	borders,	but	they	are	also	trafficked	within	countries.	Internal	trafficking	 
is reported to occur in every second European country. 

•	 Trafficking	in	children	has	been	perceived	mainly	in	connection	with	sexual	exploitation,	but	the	reality	 
is much more complex. Children in Europe are also trafficked for exploitation through labour, domestic 
servitude, begging, criminal activities and other exploitative purposes. 

•	 Most	European	countries	have	created	specialized	national	bodies	or	structures	to	plan,	coordinate	and	
implement government policies on human trafficking. 

•	 Thirty-seven	countries	in	Europe	have	institutions	that	have	been	assigned	a	leading	role	in	national	 
anti-trafficking policy development and implementation.

•	 About	two-thirds	of	the	countries	covered	by	this	research	have	adopted	National	Action	Plans	to	counter	
trafficking in human beings. 

•	 Despite	differences	in	their	national	definitions,	the	vast	majority	of	European	countries	have	adopted	a	
definition of trafficking in human beings that is framed by the ‘Palermo Protocol’, which has been ratified 
by 42 European countries and the European Community.

•	 All	European	countries	have	ratified	the	Convention	on	the	Rights	of	the	Child	and	ILO	Convention	No.	182	
on the ’Worst Forms of Child Labour’.

•	 A	strong	regional	and	sub-regional	normative	framework	exists	to	combat	trafficking.	All	countries	cov-
ered by this study have jointly adopted the OSCE Action Plan to Combat Trafficking in Human Beings and 
its Addendum on Child Trafficking. In 2005, the Council of Europe adopted a Convention on Action against 
Trafficking in Human Beings and the same year the European Commission presented its Communication 
entitled ‘Fighting Trafficking in Human Beings’. In recent years, the European Union adopted the ‘EU plan 
on best practices, standards and procedures for combating and preventing trafficking in human beings’  
as well as two significant Framework Decisions.

data 

•	 With	regard	to	children	affected	by	trafficking,	there	is	a	dramatic	absence	of	harmonized	and	systematic 
data collection, analysis and dissemination at all levels – international, regional and national. Few reliable 
estimates exist of the magnitude of the phenomenon. The data available are rarely disaggregated by age, 
gender, national origin or forms of exploitation. Where disaggregated data exist, they enhance understand-
ing of child trafficking and provide important evidence that informs national policies and responses. 

kEY findings
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international standards and national legislation

•	 Many	international	and	regional	legal	standards	have been adopted to prevent and combat trafficking in chil-
dren. However, some countries have not yet ratified them, and effective implementation of those standards 
remains a challenge, compromising the effectiveness of child protection efforts.

•	 Most	international	standards	focus	on	the	adult	population.	There	is	a	tendency	to	address	child	trafficking	
as a sub-issue of trafficking in human beings rather than to address it in a manner that promotes the safe-
guard of child rights.

•	 National	legislation	varies	widely	between	countries. It considers child trafficking from many different per-
spectives, including human rights, criminal law and child protection.

• Definitions of trafficking in human beings also vary significantly in national law. As a result, trafficking in hu-
man beings has different meanings in different European countries and falls under the responsibility of vary-
ing entities. This is a major obstacle to effectively addressing human trafficking in international cooperation.

•	 Legal	protection	for	trafficked	children	in	Europe	is	still	insufficient;	in	many	countries	children	are	not yet 
protected by law from criminal prosecution for offences committed in the context of the trafficking process.

policy responses

•	 Very	few	countries	have	developed	specific	National	Action	Plans	on	child	trafficking,	even	though	a	range 
of different action plans exists to protect children from exploitation and abuse. There is an urgent need to 
promote synergy between the various plans, to ensure that child trafficking is included in National Action 
Plans on children and to identify current gaps so that children can be effectively protected.

•	 It	is	essential	to	allocate	sufficient	resources	to	existing	commitments	and	action	plans,	and	to	take	meas-
ures to ensure their implementation and monitor their progress.

•	 Due	to	the	large	number	of	actors	involved	–	governments,	non-governmental	organizations	(NGOs) and 
UN organizations – and the diversity of their mandates and approaches, the coordination of anti-trafficking 
activities at national and international levels remains a challenge. 

•	 Different	legal	and	policy	frameworks	have	been	developed	to	address	child	trafficking	in	Europe,	mostly	in	
the broader context of organized crime, sexual exploitation and migration. Very often these frameworks have 
failed	to	envisage	the	human	rights	implications	for	trafficked	children.

•	 Insufficient	attention	has	been	paid	in	particular	to	the	prevention	of	child	trafficking,	the	identification	of	
root causes and risk groups, and the rights of child victims. Protection measures tend to focus on short-term 
assistance to victims; the broader violations of children’s social, economic, cultural, civil and political rights 
are rarely considered. Thus many vulnerable children are left unprotected.

•	 Children’s	experiences,	recommendations	and	actions	to	prevent	trafficking	are	often	overlooked	when	 
developing	programmes	and	initiatives	designed	to	combat	trafficking	and	to	assist	those	children	who	have	
been	trafficked.	The	consideration	of	children’s	views	and	best	interests	should	be	given	primary	considera-
tion in all responses. 

•	 A	more	comprehensive	approach	to	child	trafficking	is	required.	It	is	essential	to	strengthen	national	and 
community-based child protection systems that prevent and respond to violence, exploitation and abuse, 
and that empower children and young people. Such an approach will consider the human rights of children  
as a central concern and promote child participation at every stage, with a view to more effectively preven-
ting all forms of exploitation and abuse of children.

prEVailing ConCEpTs and approaChEs

Key findings v



P
h

o
to

 il
lu

st
ra

ti
o

n
 ©

 U
N

IC
E

F/
P

ir
o

zz
i



The UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre Insight 
entitled Child Trafficking in Europe: A broad vision 
to put children first examines how the European 
region is responding to child trafficking. It assesses 
the legal, policy and implementation frameworks in 
place to address this phenomenon, which affects 
the lives of untold numbers of children and families 
in the region and beyond. 

Children are trafficked within and across borders in 
Europe. They are trafficked into hazardous labour, 
sexual exploitation, domestic servitude, begging, cri-
minal activities – including petty crime – and other
exploitative situations. Many children suffer profound 
and sometimes permanent damage. Child trafficking
is a serious violation of human rights that threatens 
children’s survival and development. It denies children
their fundamental rights, including the right to educa-
tion, health and protection from exploitation and abuse. 
This report adheres to the international definition of 
trafficking in human beings and child trafficking, as 
provided by the UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and 
Punish Trafficking in Human Beings, Especially Women 
and Children (the ‘Palermo Protocol’).

This study covers 51 countries/entities in Western  
and Eastern Europe and Central Asia (see Annex, 
page 47). It investigates the complexity of child  
trafficking from its origin to destination and maps 
trafficking patterns as well as targeted law and  
policy responses in the wide European region. 

The report addresses child trafficking in the frame-
work of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
and focuses on prevention, protection and empow-
erment. It promotes a child-centred approach that 
encourages child participation and ensures that 
children’s views are taken into account for more ef-
fective prevention of all forms of child exploitation 
and abuse.

What emerges in the study is a sense of the complexity 
and dynamics of child trafficking and an understan-
ding that no country or region is immune. The study 
highlights a number of concrete measures taken by 
European governments that show that increasing 
attention is being paid to the special situation and 
vulnerability of children affected by trafficking.

 i 

inTroduCTion 

At the same time, the study makes clear that although 
potentially influential international standards have 
been adopted, the extent to which such instruments
and initiatives have actually been implemented across
Europe or used to frame policies and actions is varied, 
inconsistent and uncoordinated. Some countries have 
not yet ratified important legal instruments, thus 
compromising the effectiveness of child protection. 
Trafficking in human beings is often considered in 
the broader context of controlling irregular migration, 
organized crime and sexual exploitation, and insuffi- 
cient attention is paid specifically to preventing child 
trafficking and ensuring the rights of affected children.

The Insight illustrates that a child-centred strategy 
to address child trafficking is long overdue. This 
strategy must place children’s rights at the centre 
of international, regional and national policies and 
initiatives. It must focus on the prevention of exploi-
tation and abuse of children, as well as on the pro-
tection and empowerment of all vulnerable children 
and child victims. The strategy has to acknowledge 
children’s evolving capacity for engagement and 
their right to be heard and to have their views taken 
into account in all matters concerning them. 

Child Trafficking in Europe is part of a broader UNICEF 
IRC research initiative on child trafficking. It follows 
an earlier analysis of the situation in Africa, including 
a review of law and policy responses. UNICEF IRC
research on child trafficking is also focusing on South
Asia. Future research will enhance a global perspective
on child trafficking. It will investigate the links to 
other complex child protection issues, such as the 
rights of children who move or migrate on their own.

The UNICEF IRC Insight also builds on studies 
completed by the UNICEF Regional Office for Central 
and Eastern Europe and the Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CEE/CIS).1 In fact, UNICEF IRC 
research findings substantiate many conclusions 
from that region, and confirm their relevance and 
validity for the wider European region, including 
within the European Union and other Western 
European countries. 

The study was developed with support from the 
UNICEF National Committees of Germany, Japan and 
Switzerland and the Governments of Italy and Sweden.

Introduction 1
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sCopE and METhodologY 

CounTriEs/EnTiTiEs CoVErEd BY This sTudY, BY suBrEgion

figure 1 

geographical scope 

This regional study includes data collected from 
51 countries/entities in Western and Eastern Europe 
and Central Asia.2 They are grouped into three geo-
graphical areas as follows:3 
•	 European	Union	and	other	Western	European 

countries: 29 countries;4

•	 South	Eastern	Europe:	10	countries	plus	the	
 UN-administered province of Kosovo; and 
•	 Commonwealth	of	Independent	States	(CIS):	 

11 countries.

Methodology

The	findings	in	this	report	are	based	on	a	literature	
review and primary data collected with the support 
of	partners	working	on	the	issue	of	child	trafficking	

in countries of Europe and Central Asia. Systematic 
data collection was done from October 2003 to 
September 2005. Since then, there have been pe- 
riodic updates, depending on the availability of  
data and contributions from focal points. A collect, 
share, review approach was adopted, and data were 
checked and cross-checked with partners to increase 
their reliability. 

The study has some methodological constraints and 
limitations. One of these is the overall reliance on 
secondary data that may already be biased, as
opposed to primary data. A second is that since the 
paramount objective of this study is to provide the 
best possible overview of the wide European region, 
an in-depth analysis of individual countries is preclu-
ded. Validation of all data collected has therefore  
not been possible – to the extent desirable – because 
of the number and variety of countries covered. 

South Eastern Europe
(SEE), 11

Commonwealth of 
Independent States
(CIS), 11

European Union
and other  

Western European  
countries, 29

source: UNICEF	IRC,	Child	Trafficking	Research	Project.	Data	as	of	September	2005	or	latest	available	period.
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Scope and methodology

Hence, a third constraint is the descriptive rather than 
evaluative nature of this report. The Insight lists and 
discusses what exists in terms of law and policy but 
does not proceed to determine whether these laws 
and policies are robust or effective. Readers should 
be mindful of these constraints when making use of 
the	report.	Additional	country-specific	research	is	
needed for a comprehensive evaluation of laws, poli-
cies and practices, and their national implementation 
and impact on children. 

step 1: data collection 
A desk review of major international and national 
documents	on	trafficking	in	human	beings	and	child	
trafficking	in	Europe	was	conducted.5 This material 
was used to establish a baseline of publicly avail-
able information. Qualitative and quantitative data, 
divided by source, were entered into a database and 
subsequently	analysed	to	identify	trafficking	flows	

and patterns, major actors, legislation, policies and 
programmes. The use of multiple sources of infor-
mation permitted researchers to cross-check facts 
and identify discrepancies. 

step 2: information sharing
A country information paper was produced for each 
of the 51 countries/entities, presenting the data collec- 
ted.	The	data	focused	on	trafficking	patterns,	legisla-
tion and policy responses. The information papers 
were sent to country focal points – experts on child 
trafficking	who	were	chosen	from	a	variety	of	agencies	
and organizations to ensure a diversity of perspectives. 
Forty-two per cent of the focal points were UNICEF 
officers;	28	per	cent	government	officials;	20	per	cent	
members of NGOs; and the remaining 10 per cent 
academics, members of other international organiza-
tions, or independent experts.

uniCEf irC rEsEarCh nET Work on Child TraffiCking in EuropE

figure 2 

National 
Committees

Headquarters

Country Offices

Regional Offices

Council 
of Europe

Committee 
on the Rights 
of the Child

OSCE EU
NGOs

NGOs NGOs

NGOs

NGOs

IOM

Governments

Governments Governments

Governments

UN

UN UN

UN

Universities

UniversitiesGovernments

source: UNICEF	IRC,	Child	Trafficking	Research	Project.
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step 3: review 
The focal points reviewed the information presented 
in the country information papers and responded  
to a questionnaire to update or edit the information 
and provide critical comments. In addition, they collec- 
ted and contributed material in their respective natio-
nal languages. 

Some	focal	points	reported	difficulties	in	obtaining	
information at the national level. Others found their 
efforts eased by collaborating with a network of 
partners. The entire review process revealed that, in 
some countries, national structures that respond to 
child	trafficking	are	extremely	complex,	with	numer-
ous	staff	with	specific	areas	of	expertise	who	are	
often assigned to different ministries. Despite the 
challenges, all focal points responded to the ques-
tionnaire, demonstrating a commitment to the data- 
collection	process	and	at	the	same	time	affirming	 
the	need	to	take	action	against	child	trafficking.6

UNICEF IRC convened an expert workshop in March 
2005 to discuss the preliminary results of the analy-
sis, identify knowledge gaps and plan follow-up acti-
vities. The workshop also provided an opportunity 
to	reflect	on	ways	to	improve	both	international	and	
inter-institutional collaboration around the issue of 
child	trafficking	in	Europe.	Workshop	participants	in-
cluded experts from UN organizations at the regional 
and headquarters levels, international and intergovern-
mental organizations, international NGOs, research 
institutes,	UNICEF	country	offices	and	National	 
Committees. The preliminary results of this report 
have been presented in conferences, meetings and 
seminars organized by the Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), the Council of 
Europe, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), 
the Council of the Baltic Sea States, and at UN work-
shops on violence against children. Participants have 
included researchers, practitioners, policymakers 
and government representatives at all levels. Valu-
able feedback was received in the follow-up to such 
occasions and has been included in the analysis.

Cooperation and networking

Some UNICEF focal points reported that they had 
used the country information paper and question-
naire to establish contact with national counterparts, 
which had facilitated discussions about national  
legal	and	policy	responses	to	child	trafficking.	In	some 
countries, this exercise contributed to assessments 
of existing provisions and services and helped to 
identify gaps to be targeted in future programming. 
The positive attitudes of focal points and their part-
ners demonstrated the vital importance of continued 
cooperation and networking at all levels. Cooperation 
is critical for the coordination of the multiple stake-
holders	that	address	the	complexity	of	child	trafficking.	
Assessing the degree to which existing cooperation 
is effective, or has been sustained beyond the research 
process, is, however, beyond the scope of this study. 

4 Child Trafficking in Europe
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Throughout Europe – at national, regional and inter-
national levels – there is a dramatic absence of mecha- 
nisms for systematic, harmonized and disaggregated 
collection, analysis and dissemination of quantitative 
and qualitative data. Few European governments 
provide	official	statistics	on	children	who	have	been	
identified	as	victims	of	trafficking	into,	within	or	out	
of their territory. Existing numbers vary from a few 
cases to several hundred, but data seldom provide 
details about the age, gender and national origin of 
identified	victims	or	the	ways	in	which	they	were	ex-
ploited. The availability and use of data disaggregat-
ed according to these and other factors enhances the 
understanding	of	child	trafficking	and	provides	impor-
tant evidence that can inform national responses. 

While concrete data at the regional level are unavail-
able, different estimates are in circulation for the 
region. At the global level, the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) estimated in 2002 that 1.2 million 
children	are	trafficked	for	the	purpose	of	labour	or	
sexual exploitation each year.7 The Trafficking in Per-
sons Report, issued by the United States Department 
of State, estimates in its reports over the period 2004 
to 2006, that every year 600,000 to 800,000 people are 
trafficked	across	international	borders	worldwide.	
Eighty per cent are estimated to be women and girls, 
and up to 50 per cent are thought to be under 18 
years of age.8 With the exception of ILO, however, 
few sources provide information about the method-
ology used to calculate these estimates. Therefore, 
the validity of most existing estimates and the true 
scale	and	scope	of	child	trafficking	in	Europe	and	
globally remain unknown.

Why accurate data are so difficult to collect: 
identifying children who have been trafficked
 

As a crime and human rights violation, child  •	
trafficking	is	inherently	a	hidden,	underground	
phenomenon	and	is	thus	difficult	to	identify.	 
If	trafficking	occurs	across	borders,	it	may	in-
volve illegal border crossing, the use of forged 
documents and illegal stays in foreign countries. 
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unaVailaBlE and 
unrEliaBlE sTaTisTiCs:
ThE ChallEngEs of daTa CollECTion

The	places	where	trafficked	persons	are	exploited	
are rarely under legal control or accessible to 
social workers (e.g., domestic labour or sexual 
exploitation in private residences). This makes it 
extremely	difficult	to	reach	or	identify	victims.	

Child	trafficking	is	highly	dynamic.	It	usually	 •	
involves the movement of persons within one 
country or across international borders or both. 
It can occur over the short term (for the duration 
of a tourist visa, for example), over many years, 
or repeatedly. The forms and degrees of exploi-
tation are changing, as are the strategies used 
by	traffickers.	These	multiple	dynamics	create	
further	challenges	for	the	identification	of	victims	
of	trafficking	and	data	collection.	

The	definition	of	child	trafficking	can	be	•	
confusing to apply in practice. It may be 
difficult	to	differentiate	between	a	child	victim	
of	trafficking	and	a	child	who	is	a	victim	of	
other forms of exploitation and abuse. This 
is particularly the case when exploitation and 
abuse take place in the context of movement or 
migration, and when the information available 
on the child’s situation and background is 
incomplete. In the absence of a uniform 
system	for	the	identification	of	children	who	
are victims of various forms of exploitation 
and	abuse,	trafficked	children	are	often	
misidentified	as	migrant	children	(accompanied	
or unaccompanied), irregular migrants, asylum-
seekers, victims of sexual exploitation and 
abuse, juvenile delinquents or children living or 
working on the streets. These groups may also 
be	misidentified	as	traffcked	children.	The	ways	
in	which	children	are	identified	and	recorded	in	
national	statistics	do	not,	therefore,	reflect	the	
real	scope	of	child	trafficking. 

Trafficked	children	may	be	hesitant	to	be	iden-•	
tified	as	victims,	or	may	find	that	identification	
will not serve their best interests and may have 
negative consequences. Children may fear being 
identified	as	victims	of	trafficking	for	a	variety	
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of	reasons,	including	threats	from	traffickers	
against them or their family members, fear of stig-
matization or legal consequences, and the need 
to	earn	money	to	pay	back	debts	or	meet	financial	
or other expectations at home. Children may also 
assume that their own views will not be given suf-
ficient	recognition	once	they	have	been	identified	
by law enforcement or service providers. 

Challenges of data recording and analysis

Existing statistics seldom provide a complete •	
picture of the nature and extent of child 
trafficking.	Statistics	are	often	limited	to	cases	
of	cross-border	trafficking	of	women	for	
sexual exploitation. National data are rarely 
disaggregated by age, gender, national origin 
and forms of exploitation. 

Even when statistics are disaggregated, challen-•	
ges in age determination may still obscure the 
number	of	children	among	identified	victims	of	
trafficking.	The	poor	state	of	birth	registration	in	
some countries can lead to doubts about the age 
of	trafficked	persons.	Where	age	determination	is	
required,	the	benefit	of	the	doubt	is	not	necessa-
rily granted, and a child may thus be wrongfully 
identified	as	an	adult.	In	addition,	a	child	may	be	
recruited,	trafficked	and	exploited	before	turn-
ing	18	but	may	be	identified	and	assisted	only	
after turning 18. Most statistics will report these 
cases	as	adults.	Statistics	should	ideally	reflect	
the	age	at	recruitment	and	identification,	in	or-
der to provide a more comprehensive picture of 
the circumstances under which recruitment and 
exploitation took place and the gaps in child pro-
tection that allowed them to happen. 

Statistics from law enforcement authorities and •	
service providers are not always integrated at 
the national level. Various actors may use differ-
ent checklists and indicators for identifying traf-
ficking	victims	and	recording	data.	This	makes	
it impossible to determine the true number of 
children	identified	as	victims	of	trafficking	in	a	
country and to compare the statistics of various 
national actors.

Centralized regional or international mechanisms •	
for systematic data collection do not exist. The 
international comparison of existing national 
statistics is almost impossible due to the use of 
varying	national	definitions	of	human	trafficking	
and	child	trafficking.	Cross-country	comparisons	
are further hampered by the lack of standardized 

indicators	for	identification	and	guidelines	for	
data collection and the varying quality of nation-
al statistics. This not only poses challenges for 
international cooperation between countries, but 
also	has	major	implications	for	the	identification	
of	trafficked	children.	

It	is	difficult,	if	not	impossible,	to	compare	sta-•	
tistics from different years in order to assess the 
changing	dynamics	of	trafficking	over	time.	For	
instance, an increase in the number of children 
identified	and	assisted	as	victims	of	trafficking	
may indicate several different things. It may 
signify	an	increase	in	trafficking,	or	more	effec-
tive	identification	and	better	assistance	provided	
to child victims, or both. Increased political will 
to	address	child	trafficking	can	also	lead	to	a	
greater	number	of	victims	being	identified.	More	
effective assistance frameworks can encourage 
self-identification	by	trafficking	victims.	When	
the	number	of	identified	victims	of	trafficking	
decreases, the same factors have to be taken into 
account. These dynamics are also relevant for 
the comparison of statistics between countries. 
Increases	in	the	number	of	identified	victims	of	
trafficking	should	therefore	not	necessarily	be	
seen as a negative or stigmatizing factor. Such 
increases may indicate that a country is making 
efforts to identify victims and collect data, which 
is	the	first	step	towards	a	better	understanding	
of the phenomenon and how to confront it. 

In spite of the challenges, existing efforts at the •	
national and regional levels indicate that mecha-
nisms for systematic data collection, including 
disaggregated data, can provide important in-
formation that enhances the knowledge and un-
derstanding	of	child	trafficking.	Data	collection,	
analysis and dissemination are a central compo-
nent of effective policymaking in the prevention 
of	child	trafficking. 
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Cross-border trafficking

Trafficking	in	children	occurs	in	nearly	every	European	
country,	even	if	there	are	significant	differences	
across subregions and countries in perceptions of 
the phenomenon and in the quantity and quality of 
information available. While there is much data on 
trafficking	in	human	beings	in	South	Eastern	Europe	
and the Western CIS, there is far less documentation 
available on the European Union and other Western 
European countries, and even less information on 
Central Asia. Equally important is the fact that it is 
extremely	difficult	to	quantify	how	many	children	are	
affected, given the challenges in identifying children 
who	have	been	trafficked	and	the	lack	of	reliable	
data-collection systems. 

An	analysis	of	the	flows	and	patterns	of	cross-border	
trafficking	indicates	that	European	countries	are	
important	destination	countries	in	the	trafficking	
chain, but are also countries of origin and transit. 

iV 

TraffiCking paTTErns 
and rouTEs

Reported	trafficking	routes	indicate	that	trafficking	
of adults and children takes place within Europe and 
also between Europe and other regions of the world. 

There is no clear-cut distinction between European 
countries of origin and destination. The study 
found that two thirds of countries are countries of 
origin, and more than three quarters are countries 
of destination. In more than half of the countries, 
trafficking	routes	lead	in	both	directions	–	into	and	
out of the country. As countries of origin, transit 
and destination, European countries have multiple 
responsibilities	to	prevent	trafficking,	to	identify	
affected and at-risk populations, and to assist and 
protect them.

internal trafficking

Internal	trafficking,	which	does	not	involve	the	cross-
ing of international borders, is reported to occur in 

figure 3 

Reported destination 
countries
Reported origin 
countries
Reported to be 
countries of origin 
and destination

This map does not reflect a position by UNICEF on the legal status of any country or territory or the delimitation of any frontiers.
source: Data	and	analysis	by	UNICEF	IRC,	Child	Trafficking	Research	Project.	Data	as	of	September	2005	or	latest	available	period.

rEporTEd Cross-BordEr TraffiCking rouTEs
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Trafficking patterns and routes

Box 1 

CounTriEs of origin, TransiT  
and dEsTinaTion

origin 
Country of origin is the country where a person is 
first	recruited	or	abducted	for	trafficking.	In	many	
cases the country of origin is the home country 
of	the	trafficked	person.	However,	it	may	also	be	
the country of residence or the country to which 
someone has migrated before being recruited  
by	traffickers.	

Transit
Transit country is the country through which the 
trafficking	route	leads	(for	geographic	or	logistic	
reasons) before reaching the destination country. 
Exploitation and abuse can occur during all 
stages	of	the	trafficking	process	–	in	origin,	transit	
and destination countries.

destination
Country of destination is the country to which a 
trafficked	person	is	brought	for	the	purpose	of	
exploitation.	This	is	not	always	the	final	point	
of	the	trafficking	process	since	a	person	may	
be	transferred	or	recruited	by	another	trafficker	
during any stage of the process.

internal trafficking
Internal	trafficking	occurs	within	a	country’s
own	borders.	The	victims	of	internal	trafficking	
include nationals of the country in which they
are	being	trafficked,	migrants	with	or	without	
legal status who reside in the country, refugees, 
asylum seekers and stateless persons. When 
internal	trafficking	occurs,	a	country	is	considered	
both a country of origin and destination.

about half of the countries in Europe. In nearly all 
these	countries,	children	are	reported	to	be	trafficked	
within their own borders.

The	information	on	internal	trafficking	in	South	Eastern 
Europe and CIS is available from studies and reports 
on	trafficking.	In	the	European	Union	and	other	
Western European countries, the issue of internal 
trafficking	has	not	yet	entered	the	debate	and	aware-
ness of the phenomenon is limited. Information on  
internal	child	trafficking	in	these	countries	is	provided	
mostly from national statistics where disaggregated 
data are available and mechanisms for systematic 
data collection are in place.9	For	the	identification	of	
internal	child	trafficking	it	is	critical	that	the	factor	of	
border crossing is not the only dimension used to 
identify	persons	who	have	been	trafficked.

Reports	of	internal	human	trafficking	in	Western	 
European	countries,	including	trafficking	in	children,	
invite a reassessment of the traditional understanding 
of	the	root	causes	of	trafficking.	One	such	assump-
tion	is	that	people	are	trafficked	from	economically	
less	developed	to	more	affluent	countries.	Although	
socio-economic factors may increase a person’s vul- 
nerability	to	trafficking,	personal	and	family	back-
grounds may also play a role. For example, research 
undertaken in the Netherlands suggests that personal 
factors, such as low self-esteem or family dysfunc-
tion,	heighten	a	child’s	vulnerability	to	trafficking	
(see Box 2, page 10). 

There is a major limitation to the discussion of inter-
nal	trafficking	in	Europe:	So	far	only	the	trafficking	of	
nationals within their own country is under investiga-
tion. For non-nationals, there is still a knowledge gap 
with	regard	to	internal	trafficking,	i.e.	recruitment,	
transport and exploitation within the same country. 
Migrant children and children seeking asylum are 
particularly vulnerable to this practice (see Box 5, 
page 14).

Trafficking patterns and routes 9



figure 4 

This map does not reflect a position by UNICEF on the legal status of any country or territory or the delimitation of any frontiers.
source: Data	and	analysis	by	UNICEF	IRC,	Child	Trafficking	Research	Project.	Data	as	of	September	2005	or	latest	available	period.

‘Lover boys’ are pimps who recruit girls by pre-
tending to be in love with them while hiding 
their true aim of sexual exploitation.11 Since the 
mid-1990s, the practice has received much public 
attention in the Netherlands, although it is neither 
new nor typically Dutch.

Exploitation begins when a lover boy targets  
a girl, seduces her and makes her believe that 
they are having a serious relationship. Gradually 
the lover boy drives his victim, often a girl under 
18 years old, into extreme social isolation and 
dependence and, eventually, into sexual exploita-
tion. Lover boys also use girls for other exploita-
tive purposes, such as stealing, smuggling drugs, 
money laundering or obtaining loans. Within 
the Netherlands, the lover boy phenomenon is 
considered a form of trafficking if a girl is taken 

away from her social environment and moved to 
another place to be exploited. In some cases, this 
movement occurs across borders into neighbour-
ing countries.

Lover boys are reported to be mostly Dutch citi-
zens, typically 20 to 30 years old, and often from 
immigrant families. Underage boys, often with 
criminal backgrounds, have also been reported to 
use this technique. Recruitment of the child victims 
often takes place in schools, with the majority of 
victims being Dutch girls, some with immigrant 
backgrounds. Non-nationals – asylum seekers and 
migrants with or without legal residence – have also 
been reported as victims. Girls who have low self-
esteem or come from dysfunctional families are 
particularly vulnerable to this form of exploitation.

Box 2

inTErnal Child TraffiCking in ThE nEThErlands: ThE ‘loVEr BoY’ phEnoMEnon10

Reported internal trafficking

No information available on 
internal trafficking

rEporTEd inTErnal TraffiCking in huMan BEings in EuropE
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The	German	Federal	Criminal	Office	has	published	
statistics	on	trafficking	in	human	beings	for	sexual	
exploitation since 1999. Data on victims are 
disaggregated by age and nationality; additional 
data are available on the modus operandi of 
traffickers,	trafficking	routes,	and	some	aspects	of	
assistance and repatriation. Initially these statistics 
considered	only	foreign	victims	of	trafficking	
who	had	been	identified	in	Germany.	Since	2003,	
however, the statistics have included data about 
German nationals – adults and children – who 
have	been	trafficked.	The	statistics	are	primarily	
intended to support national law enforcement 
in	addressing	human	trafficking	but	are	also	an	
invaluable source of information for researchers, 
practitioners and policymakers. The statistical 
reports note that there are a number of biases and 
limitations of the data and analysis. This reveals 
that	systematic	data	collection	on	trafficking	and	
the comparability of data over several years are 
major challenges, even at the national level.13 
Annual reports are published online in German  
and English.

key statistics on internal child trafficking for 
sexual exploitation 2003−2006:

registered child victims of trafficking
The	number	of	children	(aged	14-17)	identified	
as	victims	of	trafficking	for	sexual	exploitation	in	
Germany increased from 60 children in 2003 to 
79 children in 2004. After 2004, there was a decrease 
in	the	registered	numbers	of	child	victims	of	traffick- 
ing, which may be related to the fact that statistics 
included only cases concerning court proceedings
that had concluded during the year. Data registration 
methods have been revised since 2005, to include 
child	trafficking	victims	aged	0−14.	The	registered	
number	of	child	victims	of	trafficking	was	51	children	
in 2005, and 62 children in 2006. Three children under 
age	14	were	identified	in	2005.

internal child trafficking: Children of german  
nationality
Among all children registered as victims of 
trafficking	in	Germany,	the	number	of	children	of	
German nationality increased between 2003 and 
2004, and then remained stable until 2006. But the 
percentage of German children among all registered 
child	victims	of	trafficking	increased	during	this	
period: 14 children in 2003 (23 per cent), 26 children 
in 2004 (33 per cent), 28 children in 2005 (55 per 
cent) and 28 children in 2006 (45 per cent).

nationalities of registered child victims 
of trafficking 
Children of German nationality are by far the  
largest	group	among	the	identified	nationalities	of	
child	victims	of	trafficking.	The	other	predominant	
nationalities of registered children – though in much 
lower numbers than German children – are Bulgarian, 
Polish, Romanian, Slovakian and Ukrainian.

Child vs. adult victims of trafficking 
Among	registered	German	victims	of	trafficking,	
the percentage of children is considerably higher 
than	the	percentage	of	child	trafficking	victims	of	
other nationalities: Among German nationals over 
the period 2003–2006, the percentages ranged from 
a low of 11 per cent (2003) to a high of 24 per cent 
(2005). Among other nationalities, only 4 per cent 
to	6	per	cent	of	trafficking	victims	were	children.

nationalities of perpetrators
Most	of	those	involved	in	trafficking	of	German	
nationals were found to be of German nationality. 
The information available on the recruitment of 
German victims indicates that pretended love 
affairs	and	financial	dependency	play	a	role	in	the	
recruitment process. (Also see Box 2, page 10.) 

Box 3

Child TraffiCking daTa in gErManY: shEdding lighT on a hiddEn issuE12
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forms of exploitation

Children	are	trafficked	for	various	forms	of	exploita-
tion.	The	international	definition	of	child	trafficking	
does	not	specifically	define	exploitation	but	lists	some	
examples: “Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, 
the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other 
forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or servi-
ces, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude 
or the removal of organs.”14 The Convention on the 
Rights of the Child applies a broader concept of child 
trafficking	as	it	calls	upon	States	to	“take	all	appro-
priate national, bilateral and multilateral measures to 
prevent	the	abduction	of,	the	sale	of	or	traffic	in	chil-
dren for any purpose or in any form” (article 35).

Reports	indicate	that	children	who	are	trafficked	in	
Europe are exploited in a number of ways. Focal 
points throughout Central Asia and Europe stated 
that sexual exploitation is the most frequently re-
ported	form	of	exploitation	of	trafficked	children.15 
It is impossible to evaluate whether this is the case, 
because sexual exploitation is the most prevalent 
form	of	exploitation	in	child	trafficking	or	simply	
because it is the most visible and therefore the most 
frequently reported form, with more interest shown 
by the media, researchers and others. 

Sexual exploitation of children, including for the pro-
duction of pornographic material, generates strong 
and passionate reactions, including in the media. 
Other forms of exploitation, such as labour in agri-
culture, domestic service and sweatshops, are hidden, 
more	difficult	to	detect,	and	may	attract	less	interest	
from the media and researchers.

Organized begging is another form of exploitation 
that	trafficked	children	are	reportedly	exposed	to	in	
Europe. From available reports, however, it is clear 
that not all children who are involved in begging 
have	been	trafficked.	

Trafficking	for	the	removal	of	organs	is	explicitly	in- 
cluded	in	the	‘Palermo	Protocol’	definition.	In	Europe, 
this	form	of	trafficking	has	been	documented	for	
adults, while the information regarding child victims 
is	anecdotal	and	could	not	be	confirmed	in	the	context 
of this study.16 More research is needed to investigate 
the potential risks to children.

It is important to note that the higher visibility of cer-
tain forms of exploitation, coupled with the general 
lack of reliable data, creates huge challenges for the 
generation of knowledge. The information available 
does not allow conclusions to be drawn on the actual 
prevalence of different forms of exploitation of traf-
ficked	children.	This,	in	turn,	creates	difficulties	for	

those designing policies and programmes for pre-
vention,	identification	of	at-risk	groups,	and	assist-
ance and protection measures for those who have 
been	trafficked.

Which children are vulnerable?

Studies	and	reports	on	child	trafficking	in	Europe,	
by UNICEF, ECPAT (End Child Prostitution, Child 
Pornography	and	Trafficking	of	Children	for	Sexual	
Purposes) and others, identify some particular vulne-
rabilities	and	risk	factors	for	trafficking	but	also	point	
to	a	great	diversity	in	the	profile	of	identified	victims	
of	trafficking.	This	makes	generalizations	difficult	 
and calls for detailed country assessments of risk 
factors, taking into account a broad range of social 
and economic questions and the capacity of the 
national child protection system to respond to chal- 
lenges facing children in homes, institutions, situations 
of migration and at work. 

Existing studies indicate that teenagers aged 13 to 
18	are	a	major	at-risk	group	for	trafficking	in	Eastern	
Europe. Idealized perceptions of a better lifestyle 
abroad and stories of success from people who have 
been abroad encourage risk-taking among youth. 
Moreover, limited opportunities for legal migration 
place young people at a high risk of exploitation. 
Research conducted by UNICEF in Moldova, for exam- 
ple, revealed that although children knew about the 
dangers	of	trafficking,	they	were	nonetheless	ready	
to migrate using insecure channels.17 

Research	in	South	Eastern	Europe	confirms	that	
poverty, alcoholism, family dysfunction, drug abuse, 
sexual abuse and domestic violence are among 
the factors contributing to children’s vulnerability.18 
Children living in institutions or on the streets and 
children who drop out of school may also be in dan-
ger	of	being	trafficked.19 A lack of access to employ-
ment and livelihood opportunities often exacerbates 
the situation. Case studies in South Eastern Europe 
show, however, that children from loving and caring 
families who do not consider themselves economi-
cally	‘poor’	can	also	become	victims	of	trafficking.20
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There	is	a	lack	of	research	on	how	trafficking	and	
adoption are interrelated. What is reported – often 
by	the	media	–	suggests	that	human	trafficking	
and adoption are linked in cases where pregnant 
women	are	trafficked	for	the	sale	and	adoption	of	
their newborn babies. Some of these women may 
be under age 18. 

Adoption of a child may constitute a case of child 
trafficking	if	the	key	elements	of	the	international	
definition	of	child	trafficking	are	fulfilled,	i.e.,	a 
child is moved from one place to another for the 
purpose of exploitation, and this process is organ-
ized	by	one	or	more	traffickers,	from	recruitment	
to exploitation. While children are often moved for 
adoption, within a country or across borders, the 
element of exploitation in the adoption process is 
more complex. 

Scarce reliable information exists on the adoption 
of children for the purpose of exploitation accor-
ding	to	the	forms	of	exploitation	specified	in	the	
international	definition	of	child	trafficking,	i.e.,	
sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, 
slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or 
the removal of organs. 

Studies indicate, however, that statistics on adop- 
ted children who leave one country do not always 
coincide with the numbers of children who actually 
reach their destination country.21 Thus, there are 
cases of children who remain unrecorded in the 
context of international adoption, and nothing 
is known about their fate or the intentions of the 
persons who adopted them. 

It can be argued that a child can be exploited as 
someone who is available for adoption. This form 
of exploitation becomes more evident when the 
adoption or the way in which it is conducted does 
not give due consideration to the child’s best 
interests. This may be the case particularly when 
adoption takes place in breach of national law and 
relevant international standards, and includes 
commercial transactions. A child can thus be used 
in an exploitative way in illegal adoption proces-
ses to create monetary gain for those organizing 
the adoption.

Even	though	trafficking	and	adoption	may	be	to	
some extent interrelated, they are two distinct 
phenomena. There is a need to better understand 
the connection between the two issues, but 
making	the	distinction	may	be	difficult	in	some	
cases.	More	likely	than	child	trafficking,	the	sale	
of children and illegal transfer of children may be 
related to adoption. Other risks of illicit processes 
in the context of adoption include corruption of 
officials,	forging	of	documents	or	illegal	trade	in	
children’s identity papers.

From a human rights perspective, it is critical to 
ensure the protection of the rights of all those 
concerned.	This	includes	women	who	are	trafficked	
to sell their newborns as well as babies or older 
children sold for adoption. 

International adoption is a subsidiary option, which 
is expected to be considered only after all national 
alternative care solutions have been pursued. The 
guiding principles in any decision about adoption 
are the best interests of the child and the child’s 
right to have his or her views heard and taken 
into account according to the age and maturity of 
the child. It is essential to ensure that the human 
rights of children are safeguarded in the adoption 
process according to the rights afforded under 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the 
standards provided by the Hague Convention on 
Intercountry Adoption, which promotes ethical 
and transparent processes undertaken in the best 
interests of the child.22 

While the ‘Palermo Protocol’ does not explicitly 
mention adoption, in many European countries 
national	legislation	on	child	trafficking	does	make	
reference to illegal adoption. This is the case 
particularly when national law addresses child 
trafficking	and	the	sale	of	children	together,	and	
illegal adoption may be dealt with in this broader 
context (see chapter 3, page 6). These laws are 
often linked to the implementation of the Optional 
Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution 
and Child Pornography.23 The Optional Protocol 
addresses the sale of children for exploitative 
purposes, including adoption. In addition, some 
national languages and legal terms do not differen-
tiate	between	trafficking	and	the	sale	of	persons. 

Box 4 

Child TraffiCking and adopTion: disTinCT BuT rElaTEd phEnoMEna
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In recent years, there have been several reports 
across Europe of unaccompanied foreign minors 
disappearing from immigration reception centres 
and residential care, often without a trace. These 
disappearances have become an emerging issue of 
concern among social workers, practitioners and the 
media. Immediate action is required to prevent such 
disappearances and protect children at risk. A number 
of concrete steps can be taken to help explain these 
alarming disappearances and determine the most 
effective ways to assist and protect all vulnerable 
children. 

undertake reliable quantitative and 
qualitative research
There has been little research carried out to examine 
the situation of vulnerable children – migrants, mi-
norities, marginalized children and others – who pass 
through residential care and immigration facilities. In 
some	countries,	it	is	impossible	to	find	reliable	data	
on the number of children who go missing, not to 
mention any analysis as to why they leave and what 
risks await them once they are on their own. The 
UNICEF Reference Guide on Protecting the Rights 
of Child Victims of Trafficking in Europe25 notes that 
the	absence	of	meaningful	data	makes	it	difficult	to	
assess whether children who ‘disappear’ are subse-
quently	exploited	by	traffickers	and,	if	so,	what	kind	 
of interventions and protection measures can  
prevent such abuse. 

respond with registration and tracing in a timely  
and professional manner
In	some	cases,	the	identification	of	vulnerable	and	
trafficked	children	is	made	more	difficult	because	
they have not been registered. States must ensure 
registration of all births as well as a proper and 
timely response to cases of missing children, both 
nationals and non-nationals. Taking care to respect 
privacy and protect data, the relevant agencies 
should work with partners to facilitate registration 
and tracing. The Red Cross national societies in 
different countries offer their cooperation to trace 
children	who	migrate	across	borders	and	confirm	the	
location of children believed to have disappeared.26 

respect the principles of non-discrimination and the 
best interests of the child
Studies have found that the quality and supervision  
of care provided to migrant children is often of a  
lower standard than that provided to national chil-
dren or is inadequate. General Comment No. 6 on 
the ‘Treatment of Unaccompanied and Separated 
Children Outside their Country of Origin’,27 issued  
by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 
stresses that States should not discriminate against 
migrant children and should furthermore ensure 
their right to maintain their cultural identity and 
values, which includes maintaining and developing 
their native language. 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child protects  
not just children who are citizens of a State party, but 
all children – including asylum-seeking, refugee and 
migrant children – irrespective of their nationality,  
immigration	status	or	statelessness.	In	seeking	to	fulfil	
these obligations, States may draw upon standards 
compiled in the Statement of Good Practice produced 
by the Separated Children in Europe Programme.28 

The best interests of the child should be the primary 
consideration in all actions and decisions concerning 
the child. Children may leave care because they fear 
being returned to their family or country of origin. 
Their views on such matters must therefore be sought 
and fully considered. Furthermore, it is important when 
making decisions regarding the potential return of a 
child to his or her country of origin to carry out thorough 
risk and security assessments in order to determine 
whether return is in the child’s best interests. 

provide appropriate guardianship and care
As soon as a separated or unaccompanied child is 
identified,	an	independent	professional	guardian	
should be appointed to advise the child and ensure 
that all decisions taken are in the child’s best interests. 
The guardian should be able to assess the quality of 
care provided to the child and to identify any special 
needs that require urgent attention. 

Box 5 

iMMEdiaTE aCTion is rEquirEd on disappEaring ChildrEn 24
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improve and harmonize provisions of child welfare 
and asylum systems
Some children take risks to migrate across borders 
because they believe they may receive better pro- 
tection in other countries. In fact, child welfare and 
asylum systems vary widely across Europe, as does 
the application of regional agreements. One example 
is the Dublin II Regulation29 of the European Union 
that	identifies	which	Member	State	is	responsible	
for examining an asylum application. Some Member 
States apply provisions in the child’s best interests, 
supporting family reunion or allowing for a humani-
tarian stay. Other Member States ignore such provi-
sions and deport children, at times violating their 
right to family unity. Relevant actors should not only 
improve support for minors, but also for those who 
turn 18 and ‘age out’ of these systems. Children may 
otherwise	fall	prey	to	traffickers	when	they	leave	resi-
dential care or are returned to their countries of origin. 

recognize the imperative for alternatives  
to detention
Many European countries face the dilemma of how 
to	protect	vulnerable	and	trafficked	children	without	
limiting their freedom of movement. Good practices 
regarding alternatives to detention must be developed 
and exchanged. Children should not be deprived of 
their liberty unlawfully or arbitrarily. Protection goals 
are no excuse for detention measures. Additionally,  
as emphasized in General Comment No. 6, children 
should not be penalized for immigration violations 
and other offences related to their having been traf-
ficked.	Instead,	as	victims	of	a	serious	human	rights	
violation, they should receive assistance.

listen and respond to children’s concerns and wishes
To better understand the views of children, adults 
need to listen to their concerns and empower them  
to express their wishes. This may be facilitated by  
the appointment of a guardian, as mentioned above, 
as well as by the implementation of anonymous  
complaint mechanisms that may be used by those  
in residential care. 

Create opportunities for the future
Finally, any serious attempt to break the cycle of 
vulnerability,	abuse	and	trafficking	will	require	advo-
cating for measures that will create stability for chil-
dren and opportunities for their future. This means 
implementing a child rights-based response that will 
provide separated and unaccompanied children with 
a clear and permanent residency status in countries  
of destination when this is found to be in their best 
interests. Such status should bring with it rights to 
education, vocational training and work, on a par with 
the rights of national children.

Trafficking patterns and routes 15



A number of international and regional standards exist 
to	address	child	trafficking	and	protect	children’s	rights. 
These include treaties, conventions, parliamentary re- 
commendations and resolutions, agreements, guide- 
lines and other instruments. Some are legally binding 
upon States parties; others create political obligations.30 

international law

International	legal	standards	on	trafficking	in	human	
beings are complementary. In order to ensure the full 
protection of children’s rights, all relevant treaties 
must	be	ratified	and	implemented	effectively.

Convention on the rights of the Child
The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC)31 is 
the most comprehensive legal instrument for the pro-
tection of the rights of the child and has long been in 
force in all European countries.32 Although provisions 
protecting children’s rights exist in other international 
instruments,33 the Convention is unique in that it views 
children as active holders of their own rights. The 
Committee on the Rights of the Child emphasizes that 
“States	must	see	their	role	as	fulfilling	clear	legal	obli-
gations to each and every child. Implementation of the 
human rights of children must not be seen as a chari-
table process, bestowing favours on children.”34 The 
breadth of the Convention, the importance it places on 
the	agency	of	the	child,	and	its	near	universal	ratifica-
tion makes it indispensable to all efforts against traf-
ficking	and	exploitation.	

Article 3 provides that ”in all actions concerning chil-
dren, 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.”
 
Moreover, the Convention recognizes children’s 
agency	by	reaffirming	their	right	to	be	consulted	on	
matters that affect them, to express their opinions 
and to seek, impart and receive information. Article 12 
requires States to assure the child “who is capable 
of forming his or her own views the right to express 

V 
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those views freely in all matters affecting the child, 
the views of the child being given due weight in  
accordance with the age and maturity of the child.”

The Convention obliges States to protect children from 
all forms of abuse and exploitation. Articles 9 and 10 
state that children must not be separated from their 
parents against their will, except where it is in the child’s 
best interests. Article 11 requires States to combat the
illicit	transfer	of	children.	Article	35	specifically	addres- 
ses	child	trafficking	and	affirms	that	“States	Parties	
shall take all appropriate national, bilateral and multi-
lateral measures to prevent the abduction of, the sale 
of	or	traffic	in	children	for	any	purpose	or	in	any	form.”	

For children who do not live with their parents, articles 
20 and 21 state the best interests of the child to be 
paramount, and note the desirability of continuing 
the child’s ethnic, religious, cultural and linguistic 
background. Article 21 provides that in cases where 
national solutions are not suitable and international 
adoption is necessary in the best interests of the 
child,	it	must	not	involve	“improper	financial	gain.”	
Article 32 recognizes the child’s right “to be protected 
from economic exploitation.”

The Convention also establishes the right of every 
child to identity and to aquire a nationality, to the high-
est attainable standard of health and education, and 
to protection from violence, abuse and exploitation. 
These and other rights recognized by the CRC apply 
to all children regardless of their residency status. 

optional protocol to the Convention on the rights of 
the Child on the  sale of Children, Child prostitution 
and Child pornography
The Optional Protocol to the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child on the Sale of Children, Child 
Prostitution and Child Pornography35 was adopted 
by the UN General Assembly on 25 May 2000 and 
entered into force on 18 January 2002. It calls on 
States parties to prohibit the sale of children, child 
prostitution and child pornography.36 The sale of 
children	is	defined	in	article	2(a)	as	“any	act	or	
transaction whereby a child is transferred by any 
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person or group of persons to another for remunera- 
tion	or	any	other	consideration.”	Article	2(b)	defines	
child prostitution as “the use of a child in sexual 
activities for remuneration or any other form of con- 
sideration.”	Article	2(c)	specifies	that	child	pornography 
means “any representation, by whatever means, of 
a child engaged in real or simulated explicit sexual 
activities or any representation of the sexual parts of 
a child for primarily sexual purposes.” 

The Optional Protocol requires States, at a minimum, 
to criminalize the sale of children, child prostitution 
and pornography whether committed domestically or 
transnationally (article 3). In the context of the ‘sale 
of children,’ the scope of the Optional Protocol goes 
beyond the purpose of sexual exploitation. It mentions 
specifically	“offering,	delivering	or	accepting,	by	what- 
ever means, a child for the purpose of sexual exploi-
tation of the child;...transfer of organs of the child for 
profit;...engagement	of	the	child	in	forced	labour;	
...improperly inducing consent, as an intermediary, for 
the adoption of a child in violation of applicable inter- 
national legal instruments on adoption.” (Article 3.) 
 
‘palermo protocol’ 
The	Protocol	to	Prevent,	Suppress	and	Punish	Trafficking
in Persons, Especially Women and Children, supple-
menting the United Nations Convention against Trans-
national Organized Crime, also known as the ‘Palermo 
Protocol’,	is	the	first	legal	instrument	to	provide	an	
internationally	agreed	on	definition	of	trafficking	in	
human	beings	and	child	trafficking.37

Adopted	in	2000,	the	Palermo	Protocol	defines	traf-
ficking	in	human	beings	as	“the	recruitment,	trans-
portation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, 
by means of the threat or use of force or other forms 
of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of 
the abuse of power or of a 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. 
Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploi-
tation of the prostitution of others or other forms of 
sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery 
or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the remo-
val of organs.” (Article 3 (a).)

On	child	trafficking,	the	Palermo	Protocol	is	clear	that	
no violence, deception or coercion is required; it is 
sufficient	to	know	that	a	person	under	18	years	of	age	
has been recruited and moved for the purpose of ex-
ploitation for that person to be considered a victim of 
trafficking.	Article	3(c)	states:	“The	recruitment,	trans-
portation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a child for 
the purpose of exploitation shall be considered ‘traf-
ficking	in	persons’	even	if	this	does	not	involve	any	of	
the means set forth in subparagraph (a) of this article.” 

This	definition	implies	the	understanding	that	a	child	
cannot	consent	to	being	trafficked	and	a	child’s	 
‘consent’	is	not	recognized	as	a	justification	for	any	
form of child exploitation or abuse. 

The Palermo Protocol is intended “to prevent and com- 
bat	trafficking	in	persons,	especially	women	and	
children” through “a comprehensive international 
approach in the countries of origin, transit and desti-
nation that includes measures to prevent such traf-
ficking,	to	punish	the	traffickers	and	to	protect	the	
victims.”38 One of its stated purposes is to “protect 
and	assist	the	victims...of	trafficking,	with	full	respect	
for their human rights.”39 Articles 9(a) and 9(b) require 
States parties to establish comprehensive policies 
that	specifically	prevent	children	from	revictimization.	

The Palermo Protocol focuses much more on aspects 
of criminal law than on the protection of victims.40 It 
emphasizes border control and security of documents, 
while vague language is used on the types of measures 
that States must “endeavour to undertake” to assist traf-
ficked	persons.41 In order to protect the human rights 
of	trafficked	children,	the	Palermo	Protocol	should	be	
applied along with other international standards, in 
particular the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
and its Optional Protocols.42 

The CRC Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children, 
Child Prostitution and Child Pornography contains 
more explicit measures to protect the rights and 
interests of child victims. Its provisions are manda-
tory. Both protocols complement one another, each 
approaching	the	issue	of	child	trafficking	and	child	
exploitation	from	a	different	perspective.	Ratification	
and implementation of both instruments is therefore 
essential to provide broad protection for children 
who	have	been	trafficked	or	sold	into	exploitation.

As	of	8	November	2007,	37	countries	had	ratified	the	
CRC Optional Protocol, and 42 European countries 
and	the	European	Community	had	ratified	the	Palermo	
Protocol.	Only	35	European	countries	have	ratified	
both the Palermo Protocol and the CRC Optional 
Protocol.	Both	protocols	have	been	ratified	in	more	
than half of the countries in the subregion European 
Union and other Western European countries and in 
eight countries in CIS. In South Eastern Europe, nine 
countries	have	ratified	both	Protocols.	

The	process	of	ratification	varies	from	one	subregion	
to another. In the European Union and other Western 
European countries, it is more usual to sign interna-
tional legal instruments soon after their adoption, 
with some years often passing before conclusion of 
the	national	process	of	ratification.	In	South	Eastern	
Europe and CIS, the signature is more often delayed 
but	the	ratification	process	is	completed	quickly.
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figure 5 

international labour organization conventions 
The ILO has adopted over 180 conventions since 
its	inception	in	1919.	Specifically	with	respect	to	
child labour, the organization enacted the Minimum 
Age Convention No. 13843 in 1973, and the ‘Worst 
Forms of Child Labour’ Convention No. 18244 in 
1999.45	The	first	of	these	two	conventions	is	intended	
to abolish child labour, striking out previous ILO 
conventions, each of which was applicable only to 
a limited economic sector. It states that each party 
“undertakes to pursue a national policy designed to 
ensure the effective abolition of child labour and to 

raise progressively the minimum age for admission 
to employment or work” to an adequate level 
(article 1). That age “shall not be less than the age of 
completion of compulsory schooling and…shall not 
be less than 15 years” (article 2.3).

Convention No. 182 reinforces the intent to abolish 
child labour. Nonetheless it recognizes that “child 
labour is to a great extent caused by poverty” and 
“the long-term solution lies in sustained economic 
growth leading to social progress, in particular pov-
erty alleviation and universal education” (Preamble). 

Ratification 
Signature
No signature

Ratification 
Signature
No signature

Optional Protocol to the Convention on the  
Rights of the Child on the Sale of Children,  
Child Prostitution and Child Pornography

These maps do not reflect a position by UNICEF on the legal status of any country or territory or the delimitation of any frontiers.
source: Data	and	analysis	by	UNICEF	IRC,	Child	Trafficking	Research	Project.	Data	as	of	8	November	2007.

sTaTus of raTifiCaTion of ThE CrC opTional proToCol and ThE ‘palErMo proToCol’

Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish  
Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and  
Children, supplementing the UN Convention  
Against Transnational Organized Crime  
(‘Palermo Protocol’)
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In the short term, the ILO Convention seeks to ensure 
that States parties “shall take immediate and effec- 
tive measures to secure the prohibition and elimina- 
tion of the worst forms of child labour as a matter of 
urgency” (article 1). In this context, the Convention 
emphasizes the importance of free basic education 
and, where possible, appropriate vocational training, 
both as a preventive measure and as a means of 
reintegration (article 7).

‘Worst forms of child labour’ includes among other 
things (a) “all forms of slavery or practices similar to 
slavery,	such	as	the	sale	and	trafficking	of	children,	
debt bondage and serfdom and forced or compul-
sory labour,…”; (b) “the use, procuring or offering of 
a child for prostitution, for the production of porno-
graphy or for pornographic performances”; (c) “the 
use, procuring or offering of a child for illicit activi-
ties,	in	particular	for	the	production	and	trafficking	
of drugs…”; (d) “work which…is likely to harm the 
health, safety or morals of children” (article 3). The 
ILO Convention No. 182 is framed by the Convention 
on	the	Rights	of	the	Child	and	defines	a	child	as	all	
persons under the age of 18 (article 2).

Convention on protection of Children and  
Co-operation in respect of intercountry adoption 
The most important document governing the inter-
national adoption of children is the Convention on 
Protection of Children and Co-operation in Respect  
of Intercountry Adoption (‘Hague Adoption Conven-
tion’).46 It recognizes the subsidiarity of intercountry 
adoption and is designed: “a) to establish safeguards 
to ensure that intercountry adoptions take place in 
the best interests of the child and with respect for his 
or her fundamental rights as recognized in interna-
tional law”; b) “to establish a system of cooperation 
amongst Contracting States to ensure that those 
safeguards are respected and thereby prevent the 
abduction,	the	sale	of,	or	traffic	in	children”;	and	
c) “to secure the recognition in Contracting States 
of adoptions made in accordance with the Conven-
tion” (article 1). Moreover, it prohibits “improper 
financial	or	other	gain”	from	an	activity	related	to	an	
intercountry adoption, noting that “only costs and 
expenses, including reasonable professional fees of 
persons involved in the adoption, may be charged or 
paid” (article 32.2). 

European initiatives

In addition to important international legal stand-
ards, a strong regional and subregional framework 
exists	to	prevent	trafficking,	most	notably	the	2005	
Council of Europe Convention on Action against  
Trafficking	in	Human	Beings.
 

Council of Europe Convention on action against 
Trafficking in human Beings 
The Council of Europe Convention on Action against 
Trafficking	in	Human	Beings	was	adopted	by	the	 
Committee of Ministers on 3 May 2005.47 The  
Convention	is	open	for	signature	and	ratification	 
by Member States of the Council of Europe, non- 
Member States that participated in its development 
(Canada, the Holy See, Japan, Mexico and the United 
States), as well as the European Community. It is 
open for accession by other States. The Convention 
received	its	10th	ratification	in	October	2007,	which	
will trigger its entry into force on 1 February 2008. 

Divided into 10 chapters, the Convention covers a 
broad range of measures, including: a) prevention 
and cooperation; b) measures to protect and promote 
the rights of victims; c) substantive criminal law; d) 
investigation, prosecution and procedural law; and e) 
international cooperation and cooperation with civil 
society. The Convention contains law enforcement as
well as victim protection provisions, and applies to all 
forms	of	trafficking,	“whether	national	or	transnatio-
nal, whether or not connected with organized crime.”48 

Special provisions for children are included through-
out. The Preamble recognizes that “all actions or ini-
tiatives	against	trafficking	in	human	beings	must	be	 
non-discriminatory, take gender equality into account 
as well as a child-rights approach.”49 Article 5 calls 
upon	States	parties	to	“take	specific	measures	to	re-
duce	children’s	vulnerability	to	trafficking,	notably	by	
creating a protective environment for them”. While 
this provision is very broad, the Explanatory Report 
offers some background information about the con-
cept of the ‘protective environment’ and guidance 
about the measures to be undertaken.50 The Council 
of Europe Convention represents an important step 
forward	to	prevent	and	address	child	trafficking,	and	
European	States	should	promote	its	ratification.	

An important feature of the Convention is a moni-
toring mechanism that will be established when 
the Convention enters into force. This mechanism 
will	include	a	“group	of	experts	against	trafficking	
in human beings” (GRETA), who will be mandated 
to monitor implementation of the Convention and 
produce regular reports that evaluate the measures 
taken by the parties. Also responsible for monitoring 
is “the Committee of Parties,” a political body made 
up of representatives of parties to the Convention 
from the Council of Europe Committee of Ministers 
as well as non-council members. This Committee 
can recommend that a party adopt certain measures 
on the basis of the reports and conclusions submit-
ted by GRETA in order to promote the full and effec-
tive implementation of the Convention. 
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In April 2003, the Council of Europe established the 
Ad hoc committee on action against trafficking in 
human beings to prepare the convention on human 
trafficking. An extensive negotiation process took 
place over the next two years, during which UNICEF 
and other child rights organizations, along with the 
Council of Europe’s Parliamentary Assembly, sought 
to ensure that the convention included at least mini-
mum provisions for the protection of the rights of 
child victims and other vulnerable children. 

Initially, it was proposed that a separate article  
on children be included in the convention. UNICEF 
promoted instead the incorporation of children’s 
rights into existing articles. The UNICEF Guide-
lines on the Protection of the Rights of Child 
Victims of Trafficking51 became an invaluable 
resource in the negotiations. The draft convention 
contained more protections for children than any 
other international legal instrument on trafficking 
and, at times, opened the door for better provi-
sions for adult victims. 

However, many of the suggested provisions to 
protect child trafficking victims were not approved 
for the final text of the Council of Europe Convention 
on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings.52 
The Parliamentary Assembly recommended, for 
example, that each party adopt measures “to deliver 
personal documents to every travelling child,” 
which could contribute to the prevention of child 
trafficking, and that all child victims of trafficking be 
provided with a legal guardian. But the final text of 
the convention guarantees this right only to children 
who are unaccompanied and identified as victims 
of trafficking (article 10.4). Even for unaccompanied 
children, the convention does not provide for the  
appointment of a lawyer with the relevant experi-
ence, despite this recommendation from the Parlia-
mentary Assembly.53 

In addition, the convention does not include the pro-
posal of the Parliamentary Assembly for each party 
to facilitate family reunion throughout the period of 
legal residence of unaccompanied children – that 
is, in circumstances where residence permits have 
been issued to children in accordance with article 14 
of the convention. The recommendation was impor-
tant, as family reunion can, in some circumstances, 
greatly reduce the vulnerability of children who find 
themselves alone in a foreign country. In addition, 
article 6 of the convention does not incorporate a 
provision mandating that where children are repa-
triated or returned, the return be undertaken in a 
child-sensitive manner in accordance with the age 
and vulnerability of the child. 

In the final text of the convention, medical or other 
assistance, authorization to access the labour mar-
ket, vocational training and education, are made 
available only to those victims who are lawfully 
resident within a State’s territory (articles 12(3) and 
12(4)). Evidence suggests, however, that children 
without legal residence status tend to be at a greater 
risk of abuse and exploitation, and that young 
people have a great need for vocational training 
and education. In addition, the fact that the conven-
tion does not extend assistance, whether medical, 
psychological or otherwise, to the family members 
of victims where necessary, may in certain cases 
increase the vulnerability of children.54 

Some important recommendations by the Parlia-
mentary Assembly were adopted. One proposal 
concerns a recovery and reflection period for victims 
of trafficking of at least 30 days, during which the 
parties would authorize the persons concerned to 
stay in their territory. Article 13 states: “Such a  
period shall be sufficient for the person concerned 
to recover and escape the influence of traffickers 
and/or to take an informed decision on cooperating 
with the competent authorities. During this period 
it shall not be possible to enforce any expulsion 
order against him or her. This provision is without 
prejudice to the activities carried out by the compe-
tent authorities in all phases of the relevant national 
proceedings, and in particular when investigating 
and prosecuting the offences concerned. During 
this period, the Parties shall authorise the persons 
concerned to stay in their territory” (article 13).

One of the purposes of this time period is to allow 
victims to recover and escape the influence of traf-
fickers. Victim recovery implies, for example, allow-
ing time to heal wounds and recover from physical 
assault, and to recover “minimum psychological 
stability.” Paragraph 3 of article 13, however, allows 
parties not to observe this period “if grounds of  
public order prevent it or if it is found that victim 
status is being claimed improperly.” The purpose  
of this provision is to guarantee that victims status  
will not be used illegitimately. A major concern, 
however, is that the commentary on the Council  
of Europe convention on trafficking55 provides no 
guidance as to the meaning of “grounds of public 
order” or to the meaning of “minimum psychologi-
cal stability,” leaving room for individual interpre-
tation by governments. The adopted wording may 
leave room to promote shorter reflection periods, 
which would be particularly troubling in the case of 
children who might not have regained psychological 
stability within the short term.

Box 6

proMoTing Child righTs in ThE CounCil of EuropE ConVEnTion
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European union initiatives
Within the European Union, various directives and 
council	framework	decisions	on	trafficking	and	relat-
ed issues have been adopted. They include the Coun-
cil	Framework	Decision	on	Combating	Trafficking	in	
Human Beings (2002) and the Council Framework 
Decision on Combating the Sexual Exploitation of 
Children and Child Pornography (2004). In addition, 
the 2005 European Commission’s Communication 
entitled	‘Fighting	Trafficking	in	Human	Beings	–	An	
integrated approach and proposals for an action plan’ 
includes	specific	provisions	on	children.	In	2006,	the	
European Commission expressed a strong commit-
ment to children’s rights in the internal and external 
policies of the European Union in the ‘Communication 
Towards an EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child’. 

‘Brussels declaration’ 
One	of	the	earliest	documents	to	make	specific	recom-
mendations	to	governments	for	dealing	with	trafficking	
in human beings is the Brussels Declaration on  
Preventing	and	Combating	Trafficking	in	Human	 
Beings,56 adopted in September 2002. The Declara-
tion	notes	that	the	“root	causes	of	trafficking,	not	
least including unemployment, poverty, gender 
inequalities, [and] social and cultural attitudes, must 
continue to be at the forefront of the long-term efforts 
to	fight	human	trafficking	effectively.”	

The Brussels Declaration outlines broad recommenda-
tions on prevention and victim assistance as well as 
international cooperation and coordination. It addresses 

the	root	causes	of	trafficking,	research,	training,	
awareness-raising, immediate victim assistance and 
victim reintegration. The Declaration includes speci-
fic	recommendations	to:
•	 “Strengthen	the	legal	and	social	position	of
	 women	and	children	and	specifically	address	all		
 forms of gender discrimination.” 
•	 Support	programmes	for	the	“strengthening	of	

efforts to tackle poverty, particularly amongst 
the most vulnerable sectors of the populations,” 
including women and girls; 

•	 Grant	victims	of	trafficking	access	to	a	full	range	
of support measures including “access to shelter 
accommodation, physical, sexual and psycholo-
gical health care and support and independent 
health, legal and social counselling;” and

•	 Support	the	reintegration	process	by	instituting	
programmes aimed at empowering victims  
“through the provision of entrepreneurial sup-
port or vocational training or job opportunities.” 

Still, the majority of recommendations in the Brussels 
Declaration	deal	with	the	trafficking	of	adults.	While	
it recognizes the special vulnerability and needs of 
children	who	have	been	trafficked,	only	one	paragraph	
is	specifically	dedicated	to	children.	

There	is	little	focus	on	child-specific	protection	and	
prevention strategies. Instead, the recommendations 
focus on measures in the area of passport and visa 
regulations, such as the inclusion of biometrics in 
travel documents and the requirement that carrier 

figure 6 

Ratification 
Signature
No signature

This map does not reflect a position by UNICEF on the legal status of any country or territory or the delimitation of any frontiers.
source: Data	and	analysis	by	UNICEF	IRC,	Child	Trafficking	Research	Project.	Data	as	of	8	November	2007.
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agents retain the identity and travel documents of 
unaccompanied minors (Recommendation 12). 

Numerous other European Union instruments contain 
provisions designed to strengthen and harmonize the 
criminal justice systems of European States.  

The 2002 European Union Council Framework Deci-
sion	on	combating	trafficking	in	human	beings57 fo-
cuses on harmonizing the criminal laws and policies 
of Member States and on increasing police and judi-
cial cooperation. The Framework Decision notes that 
child	victims	of	trafficking	are	entitled	to	special	assis- 
tance. However, its provisions are restricted to special 
protection measures in legal proceedings. No other 
protection or prevention measures are addressed by 
the Decision. 

The Council Framework Decision on combating the 
sexual exploitation of children and child pornogra-
phy58 may be relevant for addressing cases of child 
trafficking	connected	to	sexual	exploitation.	It	adopts	
an approach similar to the Council Framework Deci-
sion	on	combating	trafficking	in	human	beings,	focu-
sing on aspects of criminal justice. The measures are 
broad in nature and restricted mainly to the context 
of legal proceedings. Only 1 out of 13 articles addres-
ses protection and assistance to victims.59

The 2004 Council Directive on residence permits  
issued to third-country nationals who are victims of 
trafficking	in	human	beings	defines	the	conditions	 
for granting short-term residence permits to victims 
who are willing to cooperate with the competent  
authorities	to	prosecute	traffickers.60 In 2004, the  
European Parliament approved the Directive with 
certain amendments, including provisions to ensure 
that unaccompanied minors are accommodated, in 
order of preference: with adult relatives; with a foster 
family; in institutions that specialize in accommoda-
ting minors; or in other forms of accommodation 
suitable for minors.

The 2001 Council Framework Decision on the stand-
ing of victims in criminal proceedings is designed 
to protect and defend the rights of victims,61 irre-
spective of the State in which they are located. This 
Framework Decision also contains provisions on 
providing victim assistance before and after criminal 
proceedings. Under this instrument, victims have 
several rights, including: to participate in the proceed-
ings as a victim and to have access to legal advice 
and, where warranted, legal aid free of charge; to 
have legal costs refunded; to a suitable level of pro-
tection for crime victims and their families, particu-
larly as regards their safety and protection of their 
privacy; and the right to compensation.62

As mentioned earlier, the European Commission has 
issued two recent communications that create a 
broader	framework	for	dealing	with	child	trafficking	
and a strong commitment to safeguarding children’s 
rights in the European Union and beyond. 

Eu CounCil fraMEWork dECision on 
CoMBaTing TraffiCking in huMan  
BEings: ChallEngEs of assEssing  
iMplEMEnTaTion
 
The Council Framework Decision on combating 
trafficking	in	human	beings	of	19	July	2002	is	
legally binding upon European Union Member 
States, and obliges them to submit the relevant 
text of new or revised national laws to the 
European Commission. A report issued by the 
European Commission in May 2006, based on 
these submissions, concluded that the level of 
implementation of the Framework Decision in 
Member States’ national law varies. The report 
states that only a few Member States submitted 
information on the provisions of article 7 for 
the	protection	of	trafficked	children,63 making it 
difficult	to	evaluate	the	EU-wide	implementation	
of this particular article.64

Data	collected	for	this	UNICEF	IRC	study	confirm	 
that implementation of article 7 varies widely and 
that	information	is	difficult	to	obtain.

Member	States	confirming	that	national	legislation	 
ensures	that	child	victims	of	trafficking	“should	be	
considered as particularly vulnerable victims”65 

Yes 11 
No 11 
No information available 3

Member	States	confirming	that	the	national	 
assistance framework ensures that child victims 
“benefit	from	specific	treatment	best	suited	to	 
their circumstances”66

Yes 13 
No 6 
No information available 6

Member	States	confirming	that	child	victims	of	
trafficking	are	protected	“from	the	effects	of	giving	
evidence in open court”67

Yes 17 
No 2 
No information available 6 

Box 7
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The	EU	Communication	entitled	‘Fighting	trafficking	in	
human beings – An integrated approach and propos-
als for an action plan’ was adopted in 2005. It estab-
lishes	that	policy	against	trafficking	in	human	beings	
shall be guided by “a clear commitment of EU insti-
tutions and Member States to follow a human rights 
centred approach and to promote it in their external 
relations and development policies.” The Communi-
cation acknowledges the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child as the most important international child 
rights instrument and reiterates key provisions of the  
Convention and the European Union Charter of  
Fundamental Rights. Particular emphasis is given to 
the child’s best interests as a primary consideration 
in all actions relating to children. The Communication 
further	stresses	that	the	“UN	Trafficking	Protocol	
must be read in the light of the CRC, taking into ac-
count also other international instruments, such as 
the Optional Protocol on the sale of children, child 
prostitution and child pornography.”68 In addition, 
attention is given to issues of cooperation and co-
ordination and to mechanisms for systematic data  
collection	on	trafficking	in	human	beings.

In 2006, the Communication entitled ‘Towards an EU 
Strategy on the Rights of the Child’ laid the ground 
for the development of “a comprehensive EU stra-
tegy to effectively promote and safeguard the rights 
of the child in the European Union’s internal and 
external policies and to support Member States’ ef-
forts	in	this	field.”	The	Communication	refers	to	the	
EU Strategic Objectives for 2005–2009, which state 
that a “particular priority must be effective protec-
tion of the rights of children, both against economic 
exploitation and all forms of abuse, with the Union 
acting as a beacon to the rest of the world.”69 The 
Communication further acknowledges that it is “vital 
that children’s rights be recognised as a self-standing 
set of concerns and not simply subsumed into wider 
efforts to mainstream human rights in general.... Also, 
the almost universal acceptance by States of obliga-
tions	in	the	field	of	children’s	rights	provides	a	parti-
cularly robust basis for engagement between the 
European Commission and non-EU countries.”70 

national legislation and legal definitions 

At the national level, virtually all countries in Europe 
have	adopted	laws	to	criminalize	trafficking	in	human	
beings.71 National legislation varies widely between 
countries, however. Relevant legal provisions can  
be found in constitutional laws, criminal codes and 
criminal procedure codes. At a minimum, they include 
an	article	defining	‘trafficking	in	human	beings’	as	a	
criminal offence. 

In	some	cases,	comprehensive	anti-trafficking	acts	
have been adopted and include detailed provisions 
on victim assistance, witness protection and special 
procedures for affected children.

National	laws	specifically	addressing	child	trafficking 
are	as	diverse	as	those	pertaining	to	trafficking	in	
adults.	Most	European	countries	have	defined	aggra- 
vating circumstances if the crime is committed 
against a child – special circumstances that increase 
the severity of the crime and the respective punish-
ment.	Some	countries	address	child	trafficking	
through	specific	articles	on	trafficking	introduced	
into the general child protection act. Further research 
is needed to assess how effectively these different 
approaches embrace the complexity of child traf-
ficking	and	the	special	vulnerability	of	children,	and	
protect the human rights of child victims.

definitions of trafficking in human beings
Definitions	of	trafficking	in	human	beings	also	vary	
significantly	in	national	law,	and,	as	a	result,	traffick-
ing in human beings has different meanings in diffe-
rent European countries. 

The vast majority of European countries have adopt-
ed	a	definition	of	trafficking	in	human	beings	framed	
by the Palermo Protocol. As Figure 7 (page 24) indica-
tes, however, the exact scope of ‘exploitation’ varies.
National	definitions	frequently	include	trafficking	in 
connection with sexual exploitation and labour ex-
ploitation.	Most	countries	further	extend	their	defini-
tions to include the removal of organs, slavery and 
practices similar to slavery. About three quarters of 
the countries in this study mention servitude and 
one third mention illegal adoption.

A	comparison	between	the	national	legal	definition	
of	trafficking	in	human	beings	and	the	status	of	 
ratification	of	the	Palermo	Protocol	is	telling.	It	indi-
cates	that	some	countries	have	ratified	the	Palermo	
Protocol	but	have	not	incorporated	its	full	definition	
of	trafficking	in	human	beings	into	national	law.	
Other countries have yet to ratify the Protocol but do 
have	a	comprehensive	definition	in	place.72 

Some countries in Europe provide a broader and 
more	inclusive	definition	of	human	trafficking	by	
extending	the	national	definition	to	also	include	
“other forms of exploitation.” This is the case in 
Albania and the Czech Republic, for instance. Another 
example is Italy, where the law refers to “all forms  
of	exploitation.”	This	broad	definition	ensures	that	 
all	victims	of	trafficking	can	be	identified	and	assis-
ted under national law. 

23



definitions of child trafficking
The	definition	of	child	trafficking	in	international	
standards	differs	from	the	overall	definition	of	traf-
ficking	in	human	beings	in	two	critical	ways.	First,	the	
Palermo	Protocol	defines	trafficking	in	children	as	
“the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring 
or receipt of a child for the purpose of exploitation.” 
No violence, deception, coercion or other fraudulent 
means are required for a child to be considered a 
victim	of	trafficking.73 Second, the concept of exploi- 
tation	in	child	trafficking	is	broader	than	for	traffick-
ing of adults. As mentioned earlier, according to the
Convention on the Rights of the Child, “States Parties 
shall take all appropriate national, bilateral and multi- 
lateral measures to prevent the abduction of, the sale 
of	or	traffic	in	children	for	any	purpose	or	in	any	form”	
(article 35). In both the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child and the Palermo Protocol, “child” means 
any person under 18 years of age. 

In Europe, different legal approaches are adopted 
when	addressing	trafficking	in	children.	Less	than	
half of the countries/entities have included a distinct 
legal	definition	of	child	trafficking	in	national	law	
(23 out of 51). The remaining number rely on the 

figure 7 

broader	definition	of	trafficking	in	human	beings	
when considering – implicitly or explicitly – the traf-
ficking	of	children.	Where	specific	definitions	of	child	
trafficking	exist,	they	are	just	as	varied	as	definitions	
of	human	trafficking.	

Whether	or	not	a	separate	legal	definition	of	child	
trafficking	exists,	41	European	countries/entities	have	
incorporated	the	provision	that	child	trafficking	is	
a crime even if no illicit means are used to recruit, 
transport, transfer, harbour or receive a child for the 
purpose of exploitation. This complies with article 
3(c) of the Palermo Protocol. It is interesting to note 
that among these countries, six have the provision in 
place	without	having	ratified	the	Palermo	Protocol.74 

Equally	noteworthy	are	the	variations	in	the	definition	
of a child across Europe. Although the Convention on
the	Rights	of	the	Child	is	widely	ratified	and	envisages	
the child as any person under 18 years, different age 
classifications	remain	within	and	among	countries.	
For instance, there are wide variances in the age at 
which a young person can gain access to employment, 
the age of criminal liability, legal mobility, sexual 
consent and other related issues. 

This map does not reflect a position by UNICEF on the legal status of any country or territory or the delimitation of any frontiers.
source: Data	and	analysis	by	UNICEF	IRC,	Child	Trafficking	Research	Project.	Data	as	of	September	2005	or	latest	available	period.

Varying	national	definitions	of	trafficking	are	one	
of the largest barriers to effectively addressing 
child	trafficking	in	Europe
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The	forms	of	exploitation	identified	are	those	specified	in	the	international	definition	provided	by	the	
‘Palermo Protocol’: exploitation of the prostitution of others, other forms of sexual exploitation, labour 
exploitation, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude and removal of organs. In one third of the 
countries,	illegal	adoption	is	also	included	as	a	form	of	exploitation	in	national	definitions	of	trafficking.

dEfiniTions of TraffiCking in huMan BEings in naTional lEgislaTion75
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figure 8 

proTECTion of ChildrEn froM CriMinal prosECuTion for offEnCEs 
CoMMiT TEd WhilE in EXploiTaTiVE siTuaTions

figure 9 

Laws for the prevention  
of sexual exploitation

Child labour regulations

Human rights legislation

Migration law

lEgislaTiVE 
MEasurEs 

addrEssing 
Child 

TraffiCking

Anti-trafficking 
legislation

Codes on 
child protection

Countries/entities where provisions are in place to guarantee that children are protected from 
criminal prosecution for offences related to their situation as victims of trafficking 14

Countries/entities where no provisions are in place to guarantee that children are protected 
from criminal prosecution for offences related to their situation as victims of trafficking 29

Information not available 8

Total 51

The	lack	of	a	consistent	legal	definition	of	child	traf- 
ficking	shared	by	all	European	countries	is	a	conside- 
rable	obstacle	to	effectively	addressing	child	trafficking.	
This not only poses challenges for international co-
operation between countries, but also has major 
implications	for	the	identification	of	trafficked	children	
and their effective protection. 

Many	trafficked	children	are	not	identified	as	victims,	
especially in those countries that adopt a narrow 
definition	of	trafficking.	Even	when	children	are	
identified	as	victims	of	trafficking,	their	cases	are	
still not always recognized as such. Cases that are 
brought to court may be tried under other, related 
legislation, such as laws on sexual exploitation and 
abuse, migration and asylum, or labour regulations 
(see Figure 8 above).	When	trafficking	cases	are	
not tried under the appropriate forms of legislation, 
these	cases	are	not	reflected	in	criminal	statistics	
on	trafficking,	and	victims	may	be	denied	the	legal	
protection and assistance to which they are entitled 
under relevant international standards.  

Given	the	diversity	of	definitions,	it	is	clearly	impos-
sible	to	compare	the	national	statistics	on	trafficking	
in	human	beings	and	child	trafficking	across	Euro-
pean countries.

In	consequence,	and	far	too	often,	victims	of	traffick-
ing, both children and adults, are treated as illegal 
migrants or as individuals who are criminally com-
plicit in their own exploitation. The UNICEF IRC study 
reveals that in more than half of the European coun-
tries,	trafficked	children	are	not	yet	sufficiently	pro-
tected by law from criminal prosecution for offences 
committed while still in exploitative situations. 

Providing legal recognition of persons who are traf-
ficked	is	necessary	so	that	they	can	be	eligible	for	
assistance and protected from further victimization. 
This includes deportation and criminal prosecution 
or sanctions for offences they committed as victims 
of	trafficking.	It	is	vital	to	officially	recognize	cases	
of	trafficking	in	human	beings	in	court	and	process	
them accordingly.

source: Data	and	analysis	by	UNICEF	IRC,	Child	Trafficking	Research	Project.	Data	as	of	September	2005	or	latest	available	period.
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A strong legal definition of child trafficking in nation- 
al law is essential to grant legal status and protec-
tion to child victims and to enable the prosecution 
of offenders. The ‘Palermo Protocol’ and other 
international standards provide a solid foundation 
from which to develop national legal definitions.

Child trafficking, as defined by the Palermo 
Protocol, includes three key elements. First, there  
is the action involved in trafficking (i.e. recruit-
ment, transport, transfer, harbouring or receipt of
a child). Second, there is the purpose of trafficking, 
which is exploitation and abuse. Third, there are 
the forms of exploitation used to exploit the child 
(e.g. forced prostitution, forced labour and services 
and slavery). In many countries, each of these 
individual elements is a criminal offence by itself, 
and is addressed by different pieces of legislation.

Yet child trafficking is a legal concept that is sepa- 
rate from its individual elements. A ‘comprehen- 
sive definition’ of child trafficking, according to 
international standards, brings together these 
different elements and ensures that the complex 
‘concept’ of child trafficking is defined in national 
legislation. This seeks to guarantee the full pro- 
tection of the human rights of children in all 
trafficking cases and during each stage of the 
trafficking process. 

Comprehensive laws and definitions are not suf- 
ficient, however, to prevent child trafficking. Even 
when the law is sufficiently comprehensive to 
capture the complexity of child trafficking, legis- 
lation needs to be complemented by other mea-
sures. Critical in this regard is the strengthening 
of the general child protection system. Only a 
well functioning child protection system can 

Box 8

ThE sCopE and appliCaTion of lEgal dEfiniTions

ensure that the specific situation of each child is 
addressed and that the child’s human rights are 
protected in the broadest possible way, beyond 
the criminal aspects of trafficking and the criminal 
justice system.

It is also necessary to promote awareness-raising 
about the risks of trafficking and of relevant inter-
national standards and national legislation and 
mechanisms designed to prevent this human rights 
violation and assist and protect affected children. 

Equally important is training to enhance the aware- 
ness and knowledge of professionals (including 
law enforcement officers, prosecutors and judges) 
on the dynamics and complexity of child trafficking. 
This is the only way to ensure that affected children 
are properly identified and referred to appropriate 
services. It is equally important to ensure the 
effective protection of child victims of trafficking 
from criminal prosecution for offences they 
committed while still in exploitative situations. 

Differentiating between cases of human trafficking 
and cases of exploitation in the context of prosti- 
tution, undocumented labour or labour migration 
can pose an enormous challenge. Law enforcement 
officers, in particular, need to be aware of the fact 
that both nationals and non-nationals identified 
in a situation of exploitation may be victims of 
trafficking, and that trafficking can occur within 
national borders. In the case of undocumented 
migrants and asylum seekers, immigration and 
asylum courts should not only have the awareness 
and the power, but also the legal obligation, to 
refer identified or presumed traffcking cases to  
the criminal justice system. 
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A	comprehensive	national	response	to	child	traffick-
ing requires cooperation and coordination between 
government ministries and other national institu-
tions, NGOs and civil society. This is essential to 
ensure that national policies are integrated and com-
plementary, and that resources are used effectively. 
A number of policy tools and structures are in place 
in European countries to facilitate and institutionalize 
cooperation and coordination. These include specia-
lized national bodies and action plans at the national 
and regional levels. 

 
national action plans on trafficking in human beings 

National Action Plans are an important policy tool 
for	the	prevention	of	human	trafficking	and	the	pro-
tection of victims. In Europe, about two thirds of the 
countries covered by this research have adopted 
National	Action	Plans	to	counter	trafficking	in	human	
beings. However, the quality of these National Action 
Plans and the degree to which they are implemented 
and funded differ throughout Europe.75 

When complex policy issues, such as policies to pre-
vent	and	respond	to	human	trafficking,	involve	multi-
ple national and international actors, National Action 
Plans are a useful tool to coordinate a multisectoral 
approach. Action plans also increase the transpar-
ency of national policies and the monitoring of their 
implementation. To be an effective policy instrument, 
a National Action Plan must provide a concrete and 
realistic description of the activities to be undertaken 
and objectives to be pursued. It must identify respon-
sible stakeholders, set a time frame for implementa-
tion,	and	include	a	budget	that	provides	sufficient	
financial	resources	to	each	of	the	actors	involved	in	
the implementation process. 

The more comprehensive National Action Plans on 
human	trafficking	in	Europe	specify	activities	on	data 
collection and research; prevention; awareness-raising; 
victim	identification,	referral,	assistance	and	protec-
tion; durable solutions for victims, including return, 
where applicable, and integration or reintegration; 

 Vi 

poliCY rEsponsEs To 
Child TraffiCking

legal reform; law enforcement; training; and other 
activities. Integrating and coordinating the efforts of
other partners, including NGOs, international organi-
zations and UN agencies, is also vital. Most action plans 
are	used	nationally,	defining	activities	to	be	imple-
mented throughout the State. But their scope can 
also be extended to international cooperation at the 
bilateral, regional or multilateral level. 

Once adopted by the government or parliament, the 
implementation of a National Action Plan should be 
closely monitored to increase its effectiveness. There 
is	no	unified	approach	on	how	to	follow	up	and	mon-
itor action plan implementation in European countries. 
In some countries, such as Bulgaria, the development 
of	an	action	plan	on	trafficking	is	included	in	national	
anti-trafficking	legislation	and	its	implementation	
within	a	defined	time	frame	is	legally	binding.

Where National Action Plans are not in place, coun-
tries may pursue other strategies for policy planning, 
coordination and cooperation. In Switzerland, for  
instance, the main coordinating body on national  
anti-trafficking	policies	has	developed	a	comprehen-
sive strategy for national implementation. In other 
countries, memoranda of understanding or other 
mechanisms that institutionalize cooperation between 
government and service providers are in place. Where 
such	agreements	also	ensure	long-term	financial	
support from the government to service providers, 
they clearly contribute to more sustainable policies. 

regional trends
National	Action	Plans	on	trafficking	in	human	beings	
are widespread in Eastern European countries. In the 
European Union and other Western European countries, 
only 17 of 29 countries have an action plan in place. 
Nine countries in CIS have action plans, while in South 
Eastern Europe, all 11 countries/entities have adopted 
National	Action	Plans	on	trafficking	in	human	beings.	

The data collected for this study suggest that sub-
regional cooperation creates incentives for the  
development of action plans: Countries that participate 
in	a	regional	anti-trafficking	cooperation	agreement	
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figure 10 

are clearly more likely to develop National Action 
Plans	on	trafficking	in	human	beings.	Only	very	few	
countries have developed such National Action Plans 
independently of regional cooperation.76 

•	 In	South	Eastern	Europe,	all	participating	coun-
tries and entities of the Stability Pact Task Force 

on	Trafficking	in	Human	Beings	(SPTF)	for	South 
Eastern Europe have developed action plans on 
trafficking	in	human	beings:	Albania,	Bosnia	 
and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Moldova, 
Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, including the  
UN-administered province of Kosovo, and the 
former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia.  

naTional aCTion plans on huMan TraffiCking, BY suBrEgion

figure 11 

note: EU 25+ refers to the subregion comprised of the European Union and other Western European countries. 
source: Data	and	analysis	by	UNICEF	IRC,	Child	Trafficking	Research	Project.	Data	as	of	September	2005	or	latest	available	period.
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This map does not reflect a position by UNICEF on the legal status of any country or territory or the delimitation of any frontiers.
source: Data	and	analysis	by	UNICEF	IRC,	Child	Trafficking	Research	Project.	Data	as	of	September	2005	or	latest	available	period.
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Three SPTF partners for cooperation – Greece, 
Slovenia and Turkey – have also developed Natio-
nal Action Plans.

•	 In	the	Baltic	Sea	region,	the	majority	of	partici-
pating countries of the Council of the Baltic Sea 
States (9 of 11 countries) have adopted a Natio-
nal	Action	Plan	on	trafficking	in	human	beings	or	
child	trafficking,	or	both:	Denmark,	Estonia,	Fin-
land, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Poland 
and the Russian Federation, while Sweden is in 
the process of drafting a National Action Plan.

national action plans on child trafficking

Only nine countries in Europe have developed Na-
tional Action Plans that address child trafficking 
specifically and comprehensively. Most of these 
plans were developed by countries of South East-
ern Europe under the cooperation agreement of the 
SPTF. These plans were formulated in addition to the 
general	action	plans	on	human	trafficking.	

Those	countries	that	do	not	have	a	specific	National	
Action	Plan	on	child	trafficking	often	have	a	range	of	
action plans in place to protect children from exploi-
tation, including sexual and labour exploitation, vio-
lence and abuse. The following types of action plans 
have	been	identified	by	this	study:	

•	 Action	plan	on	trafficking	in	human	beings	 
and/or	child	trafficking

•	 Action	plan	on	(commercial)	sexual	exploitation	
of	children,	some	making	reference	to	trafficking	
of children for sexual exploitation

•	 Action	plan	against	the	abuse,	neglect	and	exploi-
tation of children 

•	 Action	plan	on	the	elimination	of	the	worst	forms	
of child labour

•	 Action	plan	on	children	living	or	working	on	the	
streets

•	 General	action	plan	on	children.

It is important to assess and evaluate existing plans 
so as to determine gaps. Existing measures and ac- 
tivities need to be coordinated, integrated and fully 
implemented so that all children are protected – those 
who	have	been	trafficked	and	those	who	are	at	risk	
of	being	trafficked.	While	the	effects	of	different	ac-
tion plans have not been assessed by this study, it  
is worth noting that a general action plan on chil-
dren might best ensure the broadest possible protec- 
tion. National Action Plans on children, as prescribed 
in the General measures of implementation of the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child, refer to a full 
spectrum of child protection concerns. Comprehen-
sive plans include measures for the empowerment of 
children and the prevention of all forms of violence, 
exploitation	and	abuse,	and	reaffirm	the	close	links	
between a range of different child protection issues. 

national bodies addressing trafficking in human 
beings and child trafficking

Of the 51 countries/entities in this study, all but 3 have 
created specialized national bodies or structures to 
plan, coordinate and implement governmental policies 
on	human	trafficking.	These	include	anti-trafficking	
coordinators, interministerial groups, national work-
ing	groups	and	national	rapporteurs	on	trafficking	in	
human beings. 

In	spite	of	these	significant	developments,	national	
institutions	with	a	specific	responsibility	to	address	
child	trafficking	are	rare	in	Europe.	Countries	of	
South Eastern Europe, in the regional cooperation 
agreement, have developed distinct national working 
groups	that	pay	particular	attention	to	child	traffick-
ing. In some countries, existing independent national 
human rights or child rights institutions, such as an 
ombudsperson for children’s rights, may also include 
in their general mandate activities related to the pre- 
vention	of	child	trafficking	and	the	protection	of	affec- 
ted children, including research on this phenomenon. 

As Figure 12 (page 31) shows, the most common 
types	of	national	bodies	dealing	with	trafficking	in	
human beings in Europe are national working groups 
(in 28 countries/entities), interministerial groups (in 
21 countries/entities) and governmental coordinators 
(in 20 countries/entities). 

Twenty countries/entities in Europe have three or 
more different national bodies in place that deal with 
human	trafficking.	The	maximum	number	of	national	
bodies	reported	for	the	same	country	is	five	(see  
Figure 13, page 31) . 

Coordination is critical when developing and imple-
menting	national	anti-trafficking	policies,	especially	
when multiple bodies share this responsibility. 
Four-teen of the 20 countries with three or more  
national bodies have appointed a governmental 
anti-trafficking	coordinator	who	manages	the	coor-
dination of the different bodies involved. In other 
countries, one institution has been assigned the 
leading	role	in	national	anti-trafficking	policy	devel-
opment and implementation. 
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nuMBEr of naTional BodiEs addrEssing TraffiCking in 
huMan BEings and Child TraffiCking

figure 13 

TYpEs of naTional BodiEs addrEssing TraffiCking in 
huMan BEings and Child TraffiCking

figure 12 

source:	Data	and	analysis	by	UNICEF	IRC,	Child	Trafficking	Research	Project.	Data	as	of	September	2005	or	latest	available	period.

source:	Data	and	analysis	by	UNICEF	IRC,	Child	Trafficking	Research	Project.	Data	as	of	September	2005	or	latest	available	period.

Number of national bodies Number of countries/entities

No national body   3

1 national body 14

2 national bodies 14

3 national bodies   8

4 national bodies   7

5 national bodies   5

Total 51

No national 
body, 3

Other governmental body, 7

Ombudsperson for 
children, 18

National working group 
on trafficking in human 
beings, 28

National working group 
on child trafficking, 12

National rapporteur on trafficking 
in human beings, 4

Interministerial group 
on trafficking in 

human beings, 21

Governmental 
anti-trafficking 
coordinator, 20

Focal point for trafficking
in human beings, 9
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leading institutions on national  
anti-trafficking policies

A	leading	institution	defines	a	government’s	strategy	
to	address	human	trafficking	both	at	the	national	
level and in cooperation with other countries. 

In 37 European countries, the government has assigned 
an institution to take the leading role on national anti-
trafficking	policy	development	and	implementation.	
However, the placement of these leading institutions 
within	government	ministries	varies	significantly	
throughout Europe: In 14 countries, the leading role lies 
with the Ministry of the Interior;78 in 8 countries with 
the Ministry of Justice; in 6 countries with the Ministry 
of Social Affairs;79 in 4 countries with the Ministry of  
Foreign Affairs; and in 2 countries with the Prime Mini- 
ster’s	Office.	One	country	has	assigned	the	leading	
role to the Ministry of Health (see Figure 14, below).

Some countries have assigned two institutions to take 
the	lead	in	anti-trafficking	policies,	thereby	ensuring	
that the issue is addressed from different perspectives. 
Norway has chosen this approach and appointed the 
Ministry for Children and Family Affairs as the lead-
ing	institution	to	specifically	handle	the	issue	of	 
child	trafficking.80

lEading insTiTuTions for ThE dEVElopMEnT and iMplEMEnTaTion of 
anTi -TraffiCking poliCiEs in EuropE

figure 14 

note: Out of 51 countries/entities, 37 have leading institutions; 3 countries (Finland, Norway and Spain) have assigned a leading role  
to two different institutions.
source:	Data	and	analysis	by	UNICEF	IRC,	Child	Trafficking	Research	Project.	Data	as	of	September	2005	or	latest	available	period.

No information available, 2

Ministry of the Interior, 14

Ministry of Justice, 8

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 4

Prime Minister’s Office, 2Ministry of Social Affairs, 6

Ministry for Children and 
Family Affairs, 1

Ministry of Health, 1

Other 
governmental 

bodies, 4

No leading institution, 12

The	UNICEF	IRC	research	identified	subregional	trends	
concerning the establishment and placement of lead-
ing institutions. In South Eastern Europe, all countries/
entities have assigned a leading institution, in CIS, 8 of 
11 countries have done so, whereas in the European 
Union and other Western European countries, only 18
out	of	29	countries	have	identified	a	leading	institution 
with the responsibility to develop and coordinate poli- 
cies	on	trafficking	in	human	beings.	

In fact, in one out of four European countries, gov-
ernments have not assigned an institution to take the 
leading	role	in	national	anti-trafficking	policy	devel-
opment and implementation. Most of these countries 
are European Union Member States or other Western 
European countries.

While the Ministry of the Interior and Ministry of Foreign  
Affairs have been assigned the leading role in all three 
subregions, the Ministry of Justice and the Ministry  
of Social Affairs play a more prominent role in the 
subregion of the European Union and other Western 
European countries than in other subregions (see  
Figure 15, page 33).

Figures 16-18 (page 34) illustrate the variation in the 
placement of leading institutions within and across 
the three subregions.
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insTiTuTional affiliaTion of lEading insTiTuTions in ThE EuropEan suBrEgions

figure 15 

note: EU 25+ refers to the subregion comprised of the European Union and other Western European countries. Of the 29 countries in the  
region, 3 countries (Finland, Norway and Spain) have each assigned two leading institutions.
source:	Data	and	analysis	by	UNICEF	IRC,	Child	Trafficking	Research	Project.	Data	as	of	September	2005	or	latest	available	period.

Figure 17: Institutional affiliation of leading institutions in different European regions
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In Albania, the coalition All Together against Child 
Trafficking	(Se	Bashku	Kunder	Trafikimit	te	Femi-
jeve – BKTF) demonstrates how non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) can, in close cooperation 
with the government, play a vital role in the devel-
opment of a systematic and coordinated response 
to	child	trafficking	and	service	delivery.	The	coali-
tion’s mandate is to protect children in Albania 
from	trafficking	by	safeguarding	their	human	rights	
in accordance with the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child.

The coalition is comprised of 13 NGO members 
that operate throughout Albania concentrating on 
four areas of intervention: prevention, protection, 
assisted voluntary return and integration. BKTF  
coordinates activities implemented jointly by 
government institutions and NGOs to ensure that 
a	continuum	of	services	is	provided	to	trafficked	
children and children at risk. Formed in 2002, the 
coalition has an elected Executive Committee and 
Advisory Board, which includes representatives 

from the Ministries of the Interior, Labour, Social  
Affairs and Equal Opportunities, as well as repre- 
sentatives from UNICEF, International Organization 
for Migration, and the Organization for Security  
and Co-operation in Europe and other organizations. 

Informed	by	its	field-based	experience,	BKTF	has	 
been a critically constructive voice in the public 
debate and has contributed to shaping relevant  
policy	and	legislative	responses	to	child	trafficking.	 
In the area of policy, the coalition contributed to the  
development of the National Strategy to Combat  
Child	Trafficking,	and	supported	and	lobbied	for	the	
approval of a bilateral agreement between Albania 
and Greece. 

Coalition members also focus on the root causes of 
trafficking,	including	social	exclusion	and	socio- 
economic vulnerability, and are increasingly taking 
on child protection issues that are closely related to 
the	prevention	of	child	trafficking,	such	as	birth	regi- 
stration and the protection for unaccompanied minors.

CoordinaTEd rEsponsE To Child TraffiCking in alBania: all TogEThEr againsT 
Child TraffiCking81

Box 9
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lEading insTiTuTions in ThE 
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lEading insTiTuTions in ThE 
CoMMonWEalTh of indEpEndEnT 
sTaTEs

figure 16 

figure 17 

figure 18 
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source: Data and analysis by UNICEF IRC, Child  
Trafficking	Research	Project.	Data	as	of	September	2005	
or latest available period.

source: Data and analysis by UNICEF IRC, Child  
Trafficking	Research	Project.	Data	as	of	September	2005	
or latest available period.

source: Data and analysis by UNICEF IRC, Child  
Trafficking	Research	Project.	Data	as	of	September	2005	
or latest available period.
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Each	ministry	is	likely	to	address	human	trafficking	 
differently, guided by its own perceptions of traf-
ficking	as	well	as	its	mandate	and	priorities.	Deci-
sions as to which governmental department is 
entrusted with the responsibility to deal with human 
trafficking,	and	specifically	child	trafficking,	are	
therefore important. 

The Ministry of the Interior may be inclined to envis-
age	human	trafficking	primarily	as	an	issue	of	nation-
al security, illegal or irregular migration, or organized 
crime.	Anti-trafficking	responses	designed	by	that	
ministry might therefore focus mainly on issues related 
to migration, border control and law enforcement 
strategies. By comparison, the Ministry of Justice 
may focus on issues of prosecution, law reform, legal 
assistance and international judicial cooperation. 

The Ministry of Social Affairs is more likely to place 
aspects of social welfare and victim assistance high 
on its agenda. Although this ministry often has a 
mandate that includes child rights concerns, it may 
be	inclined	to	address	child	trafficking	as	a	sub-issue 
of	trafficking	in	human	beings,	rather	than	as	a	spe-
cific	child	rights	issue.
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Each of these approaches tackles one particular as-
pect	of	trafficking	in	human	beings	but,	if	taken	in 
isolation, none will effectively address the full com-
plexity	of	child	trafficking.	A	bias	towards	one	approach	
over another can also pose challenges for interna-
tional and bilateral cooperation. 

In addition to adopting varying approaches and having 
different priorities, national ministries also have  
varying	degrees	of	political	influence	and	budgets.	
This directly affects their level of authority and ability 
to bring about political change at national, bilateral 
and	multilateral	levels.	Institutional	affiliation	is	
therefore	not	the	only	factor	that	influences	the	effec-
tiveness of leading institutions.

No matter where a leading institution is located, 
mechanisms for strong inter-institutional coopera-
tion and coordination are needed. They are critical  
to ensure a comprehensive human rights approach 
to	trafficking	in	human	beings.	Such	mechanisms	
also enhance the ability of countries and regions to 
promote effective cross-border cooperation to pre-
vent	and	address	trafficking.	

international cooperation

An	effective	response	to	human	trafficking	cannot	 
be restricted to the national level. It also depends on 
cooperation between countries of origin, transit and 
destination. In Europe, cooperation on the issue of 
trafficking	in	human	beings	is	taking	place	bilaterally,	
within each of the subregions and on a broader multi-
lateral level.

Bilateral cooperation 
Bilateral agreements exist between countries of 
origin and destination, mainly within European sub-
regions as well as between countries in Western 
Europe and Central and Eastern Europe. Very few 
bilateral agreements, however, include provisions  
for	victim	assistance	or	the	prevention	of	trafficking.	
Instead, bilateral cooperation in Europe focuses on 
law enforcement cooperation, mutual legal assist-
ance	and	the	return	of	identified	victims	of	traffick-
ing to their country of origin. A notable exception 
and welcome development, however, is the bilateral 
agreement between the Council of Ministers of  
Albania and the Government of Greece for the pro-
tection	and	assistance	of	child	victims	of	trafficking.	
Signed in February 2006, the agreement was devel-
oped in consultation with international and national 
organizations	in	both	countries	and	is	firmly	rooted	
in children’s rights. 

The quality of existing bilateral agreements and the 
impact they have on children’s rights, safety and 
well-being is an issue that merits further research.

subregional cooperation 
Subregional	cooperation	mechanisms	on	trafficking	
in human beings have been established in South 
Eastern Europe, the Nordic countries and the Baltic 
Sea region. These cooperation agreements have 
been of particular relevance in the development 
of	coordinated	policy	responses	to	trafficking	and	
multistakeholder cooperation in the region. 

South Eastern Europe: 
•	 	Stability	Pact	Task	Force	on	Trafficking	in	Human	

Beings (September 2000 – October 2004): Albania, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Moldova, Montenegro, Romania, Serbia (includ-
ing the UN-administered province of Kosovo) 
and the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. 

Baltic Sea region:
•	 	Council	of	the	Baltic	Sea	States:	Denmark,	Estonia,	

Finland, Germany, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Norway, Poland, the Russian Federation and 
Sweden

•	 	Nordic-Baltic	Campaign	against	Trafficking	in	
Women: Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Iceland, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Norway and Sweden 

•	 	Barents	Euro-Arctic	Council	Task	Force	against	
Trafficking	in	Human	Beings:	Denmark,	Finland,		
Iceland, Norway, the Russian Federation and 
Sweden

Multilateral cooperation
Intergovernmental and multilateral organizations and 
institutions promote regional cooperation measures 
to	address	trafficking	in	human	beings	and	child	 
trafficking.	Countries	in	Europe	and	Central	Asia	 
cooperate within the framework of the OSCE, the 
Council of Europe and the European Union and its 
institutions (INTERPOL, Europol, Eurojust and others). 

Specific	multilateral	agreements	include:	
•	 The	European	Union	Plan	on	best	practices,	

standards and procedures for combating and 
preventing	trafficking	in	human	beings,	adopted	
in	December	2005.	It	defines	activities	to	be	im-
plemented by EU institutions and Member States 
and	specific	time	frames	for	their	implementa-
tion. Activities include issues of coordination of 
EU	action	to	address	trafficking	internally	and	in	
relation to other regions; data collection; preven-
tion; investigation and prosecution; reducing 
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demand; and protecting and supporting victims 
of	trafficking,	including,	where	appropriate,	ar-
ranging for their return and reintegration.82

•	 The	OSCE	Action	Plan	on	Combating	Trafficking	
in Human Beings and the mechanism to support 
its implementation adopted in December 2003 by 
ministerial representatives of the 55 participating 
States of the OSCE.83 The Action Plan provides 
participating States with a comprehensive toolkit, 
which helps them implement their commitments 
to	address	trafficking	in	human	beings.	In	July	
2005, the OSCE Action Plan was supplemented 
by the Addendum Addressing the Special Needs 
of	Child	Victims	of	Trafficking	for	Protection	and	 
Assistance,84 which supports activities for preven-
tion, victim protection and prosecution of perpe-
trators. The OSCE Action Plan and Addendum 
contain recommendations on how participating 
States and relevant OSCE institutions can deal 
with the political, economic, legal and humani-
tarian	aspects	of	trafficking.	

•	 The	OSCE	Office	of	the	Special	Representative	
and	Co-ordinator	on	Trafficking	in	Human	Beings	
supports the development and implementation 
of	anti-trafficking	policies	in	OSCE	participating	
States. In July 2004, the OSCE Special Represen-
tative	launched	the	Alliance	Against	Trafficking	
in Persons to promote joint strategies, and to 
provide OSCE participating States and partners 
for cooperation with a mechanism for solving 
problems and making decisions. The Alliance 
is a forum for partners to discuss and develop 
suitable measures to address each aspect of the 
human	trafficking	chain	as	well	as	the	overall	
phenomenon.85 

•	 The	Council	of	Europe	Convention	on	Action	
against	Trafficking	in	Human	Beings	dedicates	a	
full chapter to the cooperation of States parties 
in	the	prevention	and	combating	of	trafficking	in	
human beings, victim assistance and protection, 
and criminal investigations. Special attention is 
paid to cross-border cooperation relating to  
endangered or missing persons, in particular 
missing children.

Box 10 

Child TraffiCking rEsponsE in  
ThE BalTiC sEa rEgion 86

The Council of the Baltic Sea States is an inter-
governmental organization whose members 
include 11 northern European countries and the 
European Commission. In 2002, the Council set  
up the Working Group for Cooperation on Children 
at Risk to address issues facing unaccompanied 
minors	and	child	victims	of	trafficking,	and	to	
facilitate regional cross-border cooperation on 
child protection. Belarus, Moldova and Ukraine 
were invited to participate in the cooperation and 
agreed to do so. 

The goal of this regional cooperation on ‘children 
at risk’ is to offer protection and assistance not 
only	to	trafficked	children	but	also	to	all	separated	
or unaccompanied children in the region. National 
contact	points	for	unaccompanied	and	trafficked	
children have been established in the participating 
countries.	Anti-trafficking	activities	are	conducted	
by a police task force and through ministries that 
deal with migration. 

The Council of the Baltic Sea States is focusing on 
the following issues:
•	 Promoting	a	child	rights	approach	to	child	

trafficking;
•	 Training	and	capacity-building	for	service	

providers in countries of origin and destination; 
•	 Calling	on	migration	authorities	to	take	respon- 

sibility	for	the	identification	of	trafficked	children 
and the protection of their rights, and enhancing 
bilateral cooperation between national migra-
tion authorities on this issue;

•	 Establishing	and	improving	cross-border	
collaboration and cooperation among non-
governmental organizations.
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The	legal	and	policy	responses	to	human	trafficking	
in	Europe	mirror	the	complex	nature	of	trafficking.	
Beyond	the	international	definition,	there	are	differ-
ent	perceptions	of	what	constitutes	human	traffick-
ing and what the required response should be. As a 
result, governmental and non-governmental actors 
often	approach	human	trafficking	from	different	
perspectives, which in turn help shape national laws 
and policies. Each approach focuses on a different 
dimension	of	trafficking	and	broadly	addresses:

•		 Trafficking	as	a	law	enforcement	and	criminal	 
justice issue

•		 Movement	in	the	trafficking	process
•		 Trafficking	for	the	purpose	of	sexual	exploitation
•		 Trafficking	as	a	labour	issue.

While each of these dimensions is important, ap-
proaching	trafficking	from	a	single	perspective	often	
limits the ability to address its full complexity and 
dynamics	and	to	consider	the	specific	needs	and	vul-
nerabilities of children. 

Trafficking as a law enforcement question in the 
context of criminal justice
Almost all international instruments and national 
policies	concerning	trafficking	in	human	beings	
include provisions for law enforcement within the 
overall framework of criminal justice. Governments 
have to ensure effective prosecution of human traf-
ficking	as	a	crime	and	human	rights	violation.	The	
emphasis here is on criminal law reform and prose-
cution, based on the belief that punishing perpetrators 
has a deterrent effect and, therefore, the potential to 
curb	human	trafficking.	Many	of	these	initiatives	pay	
limited attention to protection measures.

When the primary focus is on addressing criminal 
behaviour,	trafficking	victims	may	not	be	recognized	
as such and failed to be given the needed protection; 
they may even be held accountable for offences they 

Vii 

ConClusions froM a 
Child righTs-BasEd  
approaCh: ChildrEn firsT

committed	as	a	result	of	being	trafficked.	Avoiding 
criminal liability or receiving assistance in the country 
of destination may also be conditional and depend 
on a victim’s willingness to cooperate with the autho-
rities. Children may be particularly reluctant to testify 
against, or even report on their abusers; they may 
fear	threats	from	traffickers	against	themselves	or	
their families, or may fear stigmatization or legal 
consequences. They may also need to earn money  
to pay back debts or meet family expectations.

The	police	and	other	law	enforcement	officials	are	
the main actors when a government’s focus is on  
addressing	criminal	activities.	Officials	must	be	
trained	to	deal	with	the	complex	issue	of	trafficking	
and have the ability and sensitivity to approach traf-
ficked	children	in	a	manner	that	safeguards	their	
rights	and	identifies	their	best	interests.	In	some	
places, however, there is a risk of corruption and col-
lusion	between	the	police	and	traffickers,	which	can	
also compromise the effectiveness of this approach.

The effectiveness of the law enforcement approach 
in	countering	child	trafficking	has	yet	to	be	determined. 
Very	few	cases	of	child	trafficking	end	up	in	court,	
and even when they do, the number of successfully 
prosecuted cases is low. It is unclear whether this is 
due	to	the	complexity	of	anti-trafficking	legislation 
and	evidentiary	requirements,	inefficient	law	enforce- 
ment,	poor	identification	of	cases,	or	simply	a	low	
prevalence	of	child	trafficking.

Movement in the trafficking process
Another	approach	to	human	trafficking	focuses	on	
the	element	of	movement	in	the	trafficking	process,	
in particular when movement occurs across inter-
national	borders.	In	this	context,	anti-trafficking	
initiatives focus on tightening immigration laws and 
enhancing border control. Protection measures tend 
to focus on short-term assistance for victims prior 
to returning them to their country of origin. Broader 
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violations of children’s socio-economic and political 
rights in origin and destination countries and during 
the movement itself are rarely considered, and inter-
nal	trafficking	is	given	little	attention.	

Tightening and enforcing immigration laws may  
also increase the vulnerability of children and young 
people who are eager to migrate, especially when 
they do not see options for themselves at home. 
Developing policies that help people migrate more 
safely could reduce children’s vulnerability and help 
prevent exploitation and abuse in the context of 
movement or migration.87 

Trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation 
Many	efforts	to	address	trafficking	in	human	beings	
focus on the sexual exploitation of women and chil-
dren. This focus has led to the perception that traf-
ficking	is	always	linked	to	sexual	exploitation	and	
has	created	confusion	between	trafficking	and	pros-
titution. In consequence, anti-prostitution measures 
are sometimes used as a means to address human 
trafficking.	Such	laws	stigmatize	victims	and	may	
put sexually exploited persons, including children 
and young people, at greater risk by driving sexual 
exploitation further underground. A focus on child 
trafficking	for	the	purpose	of	sexual	exploitation	
can also draw attention away from children who are 
trafficked	for	other	forms	of	exploitation,	or	children	
who are sexually abused in the course of migration 
or other circumstances. Women and girls are usually 
the focus of initiatives and programmes, while boys 
who	are	trafficked	for	sexual	exploitation	receive	
less attention.

Trafficking as a labour issue
When	human	trafficking	is	viewed	as	a	labour	issue,	
efforts to address it tend to focus on combating the 
demand for cheap labour, and advocating for the
enforcement of labour standards and an improvement 
in working conditions. Labour regulations apply only 
to the formal sector, however, and do not protect peo- 
ple working in the informal sector, which is where ex- 
ploitation	of	trafficked	persons	is	more	likely	to	occur.	

With regard to child labour, the focus is on protecting 
children from exploitation and abuse by prohibiting 
certain forms of child labour and regulating working 
conditions.	Many	trafficked	children,	however,	are	
not adequately protected under this approach. This is 
particularly the case for children who are not covered 
by existing labour legislation, including very young 
children who work in the informal sector because 
they	do	not	meet	official	minimum	age	requirements,	
or	children	who	are	trafficked	for	begging,	domestic	
labour or other forms of exploitation in the informal 
sector. It is important to add that some children need 
to work in order to contribute to the family income. 

In such cases, labour regulations that are too restric-
tive may even increase children’s vulnerability by 
limiting legal work opportunities and pushing them 
into clandestine, unsafe and exploitative situations. 

National labour regulations and international stan-
dards state that working conditions for adolescents 
need to be assessed and monitored, taking into 
account degrees of harmfulness and age limits, in 
order to create safe and regulated employment oppor-
tunities. Bilateral and regional cooperation can be an 
important factor in facilitating safe labour migration 
for families, adolescents and young people. 

Children first: a child rights-based approach 
to trafficking

Approaches	to	trafficking	in	human	beings	are	in-
formed by a variety of perspectives and concepts. 
Each concentrates on certain aspects of human traf-
ficking	and	the	protection	of	affected	persons.	It	is	
therefore important to consider the potential of each 
approach in order to address the complexity and  
dynamics	of	trafficking	in	a	comprehensive	manner.	

Addressing	trafficking	in	human	beings	generally	
will not, however, automatically protect children. 
The	tendency	of	existing	anti-trafficking	approaches	
to	focus	on	specific	elements	or	types	of	trafficking	
fails	to	address	child	trafficking	in	the	broader	
context of children’s rights, thus leaving many 
children unprotected. 

Children’s increased vulnerability to exploitation  
and	the	particular	harm	suffered	by	trafficked	chil-
dren	require	that	child	trafficking	and	trafficking	in	
adult persons be dealt with as separate issues. In 
order to safeguard the rights of children, there is a 
need for targeted laws, policies and programmes, 
and	integration	of	child-specific	provisions	into	exist-
ing	anti-trafficking	initiatives.	This	requires	that	all	
actors	engaged	in	anti-trafficking	initiatives	are	made	
aware of the special vulnerabilities and human rights 
of children.

The	child	rights-based	approach	to	trafficking	means	
placing	the	children	at	the	centre	of	all	trafficking- 
related interventions. The child’s best interests need 
to be given primary consideration in all actions. These 
should be determined for each child, giving due con-
sideration to his or her views. 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child acknow-
ledges children as actors and asserts children’s 
agency	by	reaffirming	their	right	to	be	consulted	on	
matters that affect them, to express their opinions 
freely and to seek, receive and impart information.
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Listening to children and learning from children’s 
experiences are a key reference that can inform this
approach, as are children’s views when preventive 
and protective measures are being considered. NGOs 
and UN organizations such as UNICEF play an im-
portant role in this process, not only by providing or 
supplementing	assistance	to	trafficked	and	exploited	
children, but also by promoting initiatives aimed at 
the	prevention	of	child	trafficking	and,	more	broadly,	
the	fulfilment	of	children’s	rights	in	all	countries,	in-
cluding origin and destination countries. 

This also implies addressing discrimination as one of 
the	root	causes	of	trafficking	and	ensuring	that	ap- 
proaches	to	address	trafficking	are	sensitive	to	children	
of various age groups and backgrounds. Responses 
should take into consideration the evolving capacities 
of the child and ensure the child’s survival and 
development to the maximum extent possible. 

Responses	to	child	trafficking	need	to	go	beyond	
viewing	it	simply	as	a	sub-issue	of	trafficking	in	human	
beings. A comprehensive approach that places the 
human rights of children at its core is needed to ef-
fectively address all forms of abuse and exploitation 
of	children,	including	trafficking.	Such	a	framework	
is designed to safeguard children’s rights at all times, 
prevent child exploitation and abuse and empower 
the child to make informed choices, recognize risky 
propositions	and	face	the	future	with	confidence	–	
even after an exploitative experience has occurred. 

Beyond	specific	international	standards	and	regula-
tions	targeting	trafficking	in	human	beings	and	child	
trafficking,	it	is	critical	to	ensure	that	governments,	
as the key duty bearers, implement the provisions 
that already exist in international law to protect the 
human rights of children and child crime victims. 

The	principle	actors	in	preventing	child	trafficking	do	
not	fit	a	precise	profile.	They	include	children	them-
selves and their parents and relatives, community 
members,	social	workers,	law	enforcement	officers, 

persons working with and for children, such as 
teachers and health professionals, and members of 
youth organizations. Peer groups are also important 
in identifying, discussing and reporting on risky situ-
ations. Strengthening peer awareness and interac-
tion on the rights of children and young people is a 
significant	strategy	in	preventing	child	trafficking.	

The main responsibility for safeguarding children 
from any form of exploitation and abuse should be 
borne by national child protection systems or the 
equivalent authorities where such systems are not 
in place. Their capacity to identify at-risk children 
and to offer them relevant information and effective 
and child-friendly services needs to be strengthened. 
This includes the possibility of reporting risky situa- 
tions or actual cases of exploitation and abuse; 
identifying places where advice can be sought (e.g., 
counselling services, hotlines or drop-in centres), 
and alternatives to situations that place children at 
risk of exploitation and abuse, at home or in institu-
tions. Governments should monitor and assure the 
quality of their interventions. Independent monitor-
ing mechanisms, such as Ombuds for Children, are 
also essential in this regard.

Prevention, protection and empowerment are the 
basic dimensions of successful anti-exploitation ini-
tiatives. They are interrelated and mutually reinfor-
cing. Programmes and initiatives that employ these 
three dimensions have proven successful in prevent-
ing	child	trafficking	and	assisting	children	who	have	
been trafficked.

prevention
Prevention programmes seek to address the root cau- 
ses	of	trafficking	and	the	factors	that	put	children	at	
risk, including social and economic marginalization, 
discrimination, violence and abuse in the home, lack 
of access to quality education and livelihood oppor-
tunities,	and	armed	conflict	and	organized	criminal	
networks. This entails examining the overall socio-
economic conditions in countries of origin, legal and 
structural challenges in the process of migration, 
as well as the particular environment, potential and 
risks for children. Vulnerable groups should be identi-
fied	and	given	priority	assistance.	Awareness-raising	
campaigns and access to accurate information are 
other important elements of a successful preven-
tion strategy that can empower children and young 
adults and engage the support of society as a whole. 

Since	there	is	no	specific	set	of	criteria	that	all	at-risk	
children	share,	the	identification	of	children	who	
are	vulnerable	to	trafficking	is	difficult	and	complex.	
The implementation of uniform systems to identify 
children who are socially excluded or have been sub-
jected to any form of abuse and exploitation, and to 

initiatives to address child trafficking should 
be based on three main principles: 

•	 prevent all forms of child exploitation  
and abuse;

•	 protect the human rights of all children  
in all situations; 

•	 Empower children to recognize and protect 
themselves from risky propositions that 
may lead to exploitation; and to face the 
future with confidence once exploitation 
has occurred.
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monitor their situation, is therefore a priority. Mecha-
nisms for systematic data collection, analysis and dis-
semination on a wide range of child rights indicators 
are essential for this process. 

Education plays an important role in preventing child 
trafficking.	Measures	should	be	taken	to	ensure	qua-
lity education and prevent children from dropping 
out of school, and to provide access to professional 
and vocational training for children and young 
people. Subsequent to schooling and vocational 
training,	adequate	financial	and	technical	resources	
should be allocated to promote adolescents’ access 
to employment.

Programmes that focus on life skills education con-
ducted both in and out of school can also strengthen 
children’s self-protection strategies. Life skills edu- 
cation should address issues such as gender, risky 
behaviours, dealing with abusive relationships, nego-
tiating in exploitative situations, building self-esteem 
and creating awareness of support networks. 

A	particularly	vulnerable	group	to	trafficking	are	 
children who migrate with or without their families, 
to seek employment or asylum, or who migrate for 
other reasons. Governments should be aware of 
their legal obligation to protect all children under 
their jurisdiction, independent of their immigration 

status. Prevention strategies should therefore cover 
all	children,	taking	into	account	their	specific	situa-
tions, needs and risks. 

Successful prevention programmes will seek  
children’s input to ensure that information about 
trafficking,	exploitation	and	abuse,	and	the	risks	 
associated with illegal migration, is provided in a 
way that enables children to understand the issues 
at stake, make informed choices and protect them-
selves as fully as possible. 

protection
The Convention on the Rights of the Child provides 
a comprehensive framework for the protection of the 
rights of all children and calls for a multidisciplinary 
approach to child protection issues. With its wide-
spread	ratification	and	the	experience	gained	from	
its process of implementation, the Convention pro-
vides a strong foundation for safeguarding the rights 
of children. 

For	children	who	have	been	trafficked,	governments	
have a responsibility to determine a durable solution 
that is in the child’s best interests, looking at both the 
child’s immediate and long-term needs. Family trac-
ing is essential, and the views of a child should be 
heard at all stages. A thorough investigation should 
be made in order to identify the best solution in each 
individual case. 

proMoTing CollaBoraTion in prEVEnTing Child TraffiCking 
and sTrEngThEning Child parTiCipaTion

figure 19 

Cooperation and coordination

Research and data

Multisectoral responses

ChildrEn’s VoiCEs 

Law and policy reformMonitoring and evaluation

Strategies and resourcesCapacity-building

source:	Data	and	analysis	by	UNICEF	IRC,	Child	Trafficking	Research	Project.
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Protection measures are designed to address the 
needs of children, taking into account their particu-
lar experiences and ages, and acknowledging the 
evolving capacities and distinct challenges faced 
by young children and adolescents. Such measures 
ensure the presence of a stable support network 
and the provision of relevant education, training 
and other skills that prevent children from being 
exploited and re-entering the cycle of exploitation, 
abuse and violence. Protection initiatives help child 
victims deal with the physical and psychological 
consequences of abuse. These initiatives also sup-
port the integration of child victims into society.

Such programmes provide children with skills 
and education, focus on their resilience and foster 
in them a sense of responsibility for their lives 
and futures. They can help lessen the risk of 
exploitation and limit its impact if it does occur. 
The paramount concern must be to help children 
achieve physical and psychological well-being and 
recover from abuse. 

Children’s legal safeguards need to be upheld when 
they	are	involved	with	official	proceedings	and	
authorities, including to avoid any risk of children’s 
deprivation	of	liberty.	Where	children	find	themselves	

A useful tool that can help guide the development 
of protection programmes is the handbook on  
national referral mechanisms (NRMs) for victims 
of trafficking, developed in 2004 by the Organi-
zation for Security and Co-operation in Europe/ 
Office for Democratic Institutions and Human 
Rights (OSCE/ODIHR). The handbook provides 
guidance on how to design and implement su-
stainable structures that prosecute traffickers and 
provide support to victims.88

 
The handbook defines a national referral mecha-
nism as “a cooperative framework through  
which state actors fulfil their obligations to pro-
tect and promote the human rights of trafficked 
persons, coordinating their efforts in a strategic 
partnership with civil society.” Although the 
structure of an NRM will vary in each country, it 
is likely to be most effective if founded on a 
formal cooperation agreement among the parti-
cipants – for example, a memorandum of under-
standing – that sets out the specific role and 
duties of each participant.89 

Structurally, an NRM is usually formed around 
a national coordinator, often a high-level govern-
ment official, and a round table made up of 
senior representatives of government agencies 
and civil society. They develop joint recommenda-
tions for national policy and procedures regarding 
victims of trafficking. National referral mecha-
nisms also often include ad hoc working groups 
that deal with specific issues relating to victims. 

The handbook provides specific guidance on how 
to establish and operate a national referral mecha-
nism, build on partnerships between law enforce-
ment and service providers, create guidelines 
for the identification of trafficked persons, and 

establish multidisciplinary teams to develop and 
monitor national policies on trafficking in human 
beings. While the handbook focuses on adult vic-
tims of trafficking, it also acknowledges the special 
needs and rights of trafficked children and makes 
reference to the use of the UNICEF Guidelines on 
the Protection of Child Victims of Trafficking to 
supplement NRMs in cases of child trafficking.

National referral mechanisms can help improve 
national policies and procedures on a broad range 
of victim-related issues, such as residence and 
repatriation regulations, victim compensation and 
witness protection. They can establish National 
Plans of Action and set benchmarks to assess 
whether goals are being met. The handbook was 
instrumental in guiding the establishment of NRMs 
in countries of South Eastern Europe. 

At the level of the European Union, the concept 
of a referral mechanism has been considered for 
further development, in particular by the 2005 
‘EU plan on best practices, standards and proce-
dures for combating and preventing trafficking 
in human beings.’ The plan provides that recom-
mendations and amendments to the OSCE/ODIHR 
manual be proposed from an EU perspective in 
view of a future revision of that manual or use as 
a stand-alone document.90 In implementing this 
provision, the European Commission, in consulta-
tion with international and intergovernmental 
organizations, has developed recommendations 
for the identification and assistance of victims of 
trafficking. As an important amendment to the 
OSCE/ODIHR manual, the European Commission 
decided to include specific provisions for children. 
These recommendations were endorsed by a 
conference at the first EU Anti-Trafficking Day in 
Brussels on 18 October 2007.91 

Box 11

naTional rEfErral MEChanisMs
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Box 12

‘ViCTiM’: a douBlE-EdgEd dEsignaTion

Persons who have been trafficked are victims of 
a crime and human rights violation. The term 
‘victim’, especially used in reference to trafficked 
children, does have strategic importance and 
psychological benefits. It can help shape public 
perceptions so that trafficked children are not 
seen as culprits or accomplices but rather as 
victims of abuse who need to be protected, inclu-
ding from stigmatization. The use of this term 
may also aid in recovery by helping children, 
who may feel a sense of guilt or shame about 
their involvement in illicit activities, realize that 
they were not responsible for their abuse. Further- 
more, when persons who have been trafficked 
are officially recognized as victims, they should 
be protected by law and guaranteed assistance. 

At the same time, the stigmatization of child 
victims may compromise their recovery and 
reintegration. Many anti-trafficking initiatives 
and images reinforce the perception of children 
as powerless victims – young, vulnerable and 
helpless. The image of a powerless victim can 
by itself be disempowering. It can undermine 
the agency of children and result in initiatives 
that do not take into account the child’s poten- 
tial and perspectives. When children are seen 
as helpless, their participation and views in 
decisions that affect them may not be sought, 
and this can reinforce their feelings of helpless-
ness and undermine the recovery process.

far from home or abroad, they must be given the 
necessary information and support that will allow 
them to make informed decisions that are guided 
by their own best interests. It is essential to have in 
place child-friendly and accessible services, includ-
ing legal advice, as well as reporting mechanisms. 

Working	with	trafficked	children	is	a	long-term	 
process that requires well-trained and committed 
staff. While the legal obligation to protect the rights 
of all children primarily lies with governments, NGOs 
also play a vital role in this process. Governments 
have to ensure that professionals working with chil-
dren	who	have	been	trafficked	are	qualified.	They	
must	also	make	a	long-term	commitment	of	suffi-
cient resources to enable NGOs to offer sustainable 
support	to	trafficked	children.	

Empowerment
The	empowerment	of	child	victims	of	trafficking	and	
at-risk	children	is	a	crucial	element	of	anti-trafficking	
work. Yet, it is an element that often remains absent 
from	anti-trafficking	initiatives.	Children	are	traditio-
nally viewed as passive subjects who are unable to  
effectively assess reality, make decisions and act 
with initiative, self-reliance and responsibility. Govern-
ment laws and practices consistently place a child’s 
fate in the hands of an adult: a family member, state 
official	or	appointed	guardian.	Services	provided	
to children often fail to address a child’s individual 
experiences and challenges, and children rarely par-
ticipate	in	decisions	that	affect	them	or	benefit	from	
child-friendly information.

If initiatives are to effectively protect children from 
exploitation and abuse, and assist and protect child 
victims, they need to respect a child’s agency. This 
means recognizing that children have opinions, make 
decisions and play an active role in the development 
of their own skills, the negotiation of their daily lives 
and the levels of responsibility they shoulder. Only 
by promoting an understanding of children’s rights, 
raising awareness of the risks they may face, and 
providing opportunities for them to gain skills and 
confidence	to	make	informed	decisions	and	assume	
a	responsible	role	in	society,	can	child	trafficking	be	
more effectively prevented. 
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This	Innocenti	Insight	confirms	the	many	significant	
and positive developments in initiatives adopted in 
the	recent	past	to	address	child	trafficking.	They	share	
a number of features that should be a part of future 
anti-trafficking	measures.	At	the	same	time,	the	Inno-
centi study also acknowledges a number of areas 
where more effective measures may be undertaken to 
prevent	the	trafficking	of	children	and	support	those	
children who have been victims of this serious human 
rights violation. These measures include the following: 

Ensuring political support
Where there is a clear political commitment to ad-
dress	child	trafficking,	both	at	the	national	and	local	
level,	the	chances	of	establishing	and	financing	effec-
tive	anti-trafficking	measures	are	greater.	Political	
support is needed, including for: 

•	 Ratification	of	the	most	important	international	
legal instruments by all countries;

•	 Effective	implementation	of	international	stand-
ards and instruments, including the harmoni-
zation of national legislation, mobilization of 
resources and implementation of effective pro-
grammes and interventions; 

•	 Drawing	up	and	financing	of	National	Action	
Plans where they do not exist, or considering 
child	trafficking	within	other	national	planning	
processes.

Best interests of the child
The best interests of the child should be a primary 
consideration in all actions concerning the child, 
whether undertaken by public or private social wel-
fare institutions, courts of law, administrative au-
thorities or legislative bodies (article 3.1 of the CRC). 
The best interests determination is a key element of 
assistance and protection measures for child victims 
of	trafficking.	It	needs	to	be	a	primary	consideration	
for each individual child, taking into account his or 
her views.

 Viii 

rECoMMEndaTions

involving children in policies and measures to  
address trafficking
Children have to be involved and given the oppor-
tunity	to	share	their	experiences	and	to	influence	
social	policies	and	measures	to	address	trafficking.	
Children’s	own	actions	to	prevent	trafficking	need	to	
be supported. Being informed by the actual experi-
ences of children, social policies will gain in effec-
tiveness and in their potential to address the risks 
affecting children.

non-discrimination
Non-discrimination, including on the basis of a child’s 
race, colour, sex, language and national, ethnic or 
social origin or legal status, is one of the guiding 
principles of the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child and is a critical dimension in the development 
of laws, policies and programmes for children. Dis-
crimination	is	also	a	root	cause	of	trafficking	and	
thus needs to be addressed effectively.

protection of children on the move
The services available to non-national and migrant 
children are often less accessible and of a lower 
quality than those provided to national children, 
and do not adequately meet their needs. The call 
by the Convention on the Rights of the Child for the 
protection of the human rights of all children under 
the State’s jurisdiction, independent of a child’s  
national origin or legal status, should be given 
serious consideration.

national child protection systems
National child protection systems that are framed 
by children’s rights should be developed and 
operational at the national and community levels. 
Child	protection	systems	need	sufficient	resources	
to undertake a wide range of preventive and 
responsive	measures	to	address	child	trafficking.	
These measures include awareness-raising, the 
provision of child-friendly legal, medical and 
psychosocial services and data collection tools to 
monitor	the	prevalence	of	child	trafficking.	
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Recommendations

adopting a multisectoral approach
Guided by the Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
a	multisectoral	approach	to	child	trafficking	should	
be promoted. Effective programmes and initiatives to 
address	child	trafficking	must	be	comprehensive	and	
multidisciplinary. They should include the participa-
tion of all relevant departments and members of the 
community, such as law enforcement agencies, so-
cial, medical and psychosocial service providers and 
legal counsellors. All these actors play a critical role 
in providing a holistic and child-friendly approach to 
addressing	child	trafficking.

Collaborating within and across countries
The	most	positive	practices	are	those	that	benefit	
from cooperation and collaboration between key  
actors and agencies within and across countries, and 
where the lead responsibility has been clearly identi-
fied.	Key	actors	include	civil	society	organizations	
and children’s organizations.

including prevention measures and strategies
A strong focus on prevention can reduce the risk of 
children	being	trafficked.	Prevention	measures	and	stra- 
tegies must address root causes such as social, econo- 
mic and structural factors and their combined effects 
on children. In addition to focusing on children who 
have	already	been	trafficked,	this	also	entails	a	wider	
commitment to address the situation of children at risk.

Creating a uniform system for identifying children 
who have been abused or exploited
It is important to create a uniform system for the iden- 
tification	of	children	who	have	been	subjected	to	abuse	
and	exploitation,	whether	as	a	result	of	trafficking	or 
otherwise.	The	issue	of	identification	must	be	addres- 
sed not only by government authorities but also by 
civil society organizations working with children. 

raising awareness about child trafficking
Children can be better protected if there is increased 
awareness	of	trafficking	–	both	of	the	forms	it	takes	
and the impact it has on the lives of children. Better 
knowledge	and	understanding	of	trafficking	is	needed	
among caregivers and those working with and for 
children, as well as among children themselves.

Training of professionals working with children 
Professionals working with and for children should be 
trained to ensure respect for the rights of the child and 
to	minimize	the	risk	of	further	victimization	of	trafficked 
children who speak out about abuse and exploitation.

providing long-term support to trafficked children
Programmes and initiatives promoting recovery and re- 
integration for both children and families can play a key 
role	in	providing	long-term	support	for	trafficked	chil- 
dren,	and	can	prevent	children	from	being	re-trafficked.

data collection, analysis and dissemination
There is an urgent need for mechanisms for systema-
tic data collection, analysis and dissemination on 
child	trafficking.	Data	should	be	disaggregated,	in-
cluding by age, gender, national origin and different 
forms of exploitation, using standardized indicators 
that are internationally comparable and facilitate mo-
nitoring of progress in the longer term.

Monitoring and evaluating programmes
It is important to monitor and evaluate the implemen-
tation of programmes and practices to ensure that 
only those that are effective are further developed or 
are used as models for other countries or locations. 

research and learning
To continuously advance the understanding and 
promotion of effective solutions to address child traf-
ficking	and	closely	related	child	protection	issues,	
knowledge gaps and emerging issues for further re-
search	need	to	be	identified.	Such	research	provides	
evidence of successful approaches and initiatives, 
which lays the foundation for well targeted and ef-
fective advocacy, for policies and programmes, and 
for the mobilization of adequate resources.

international cooperation and coordination
Provisions for child protection need to be designed  
and implemented in conformity with relevant interna-
tional and regional instruments. Also essential are the 
harmonization	of	international	and	regional	definitions	
and	policies	on	trafficking	and	the	establishment	of	
focal points and other mechanisms that make coope-
ration effective. 

A framework clearly based on the safeguarding of 
the rights of the child with an explicit commitment to 
prevention is a perspective that is supported by the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, in force in 193 
countries. Effective implementation of the Convention 
and other relevant international standards will increase 
the	success	of	anti-trafficking	initatives.	

Notwithstanding the many positive achievements of 
the past few years, the Innocenti Insight clearly illus-
trates that there is still considerable work to be done to 
ensure that policies and measures are as effective as 
evidence suggests they can be, if given the appropriate 
levels of political support and resources.
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annEX

CounTriEs/EnTiTiEs CoVErEd BY This sTudY

*Non-EU countries. See the note below for aditional information.
**Associate member of CIS.

European union and other 
Western European countries

Austria
Belgium
Cyprus
Czech Republic
Denmark
Estonia
Finland
France
Germany
Greece
Hungary
Iceland*
Ireland
Italy
Latvia
Liechtenstein*
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Malta
Netherlands
Norway*
Poland
Portugal
Slovakia
Slovenia
Spain
Sweden
Switzerland*
United Kingdom

south Eastern Europe 
(sEE)

Albania
Bosnia and Herzegovina
Bulgaria
Croatia
Moldova
Montenegro
Romania
Serbia 

(including the UN-administered 
province of Kosovo)

The former Yugoslav Republic 
of Macedonia

Turkey

Commonwealth of 
independent states (Cis)

Armenia
Azerbaijan
Belarus
Georgia
Kazakhstan
Kyrgyzstan
Russian Federation
Tajikistan**
Turkmenistan
Ukraine
Uzbekistan

note 
The 51 countries and entities covered by this report are grouped 
into three geographical clusters: the European Union and other  
non-EU members in Western Europe (Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway 
and Switzerland); South Eastern Europe; and the Commonwealth  
of Independent States, including Turkmenistan as an associate 
member after it discontinued full membership of CIS in 2005. 

The countries in the South Eastern Europe subregion were grouped 
according to regional cooperation agreements, such as the Stability 
Pact	Task	Force	on	Trafficking	in	Human	Beings.	Bulgaria,	Moldova	
and Romania have participated in this and other South Eastern 
European regional cooperation agreements. As data collection was 
completed before Bulgaria and Romania joined the European Union 
in January 2007, these two countries are represented in the 

subregion of South Eastern Europe. Moldova, a CIS member, is 
also for the purpose of this study considered in the analysis for 
the South Eastern Europe subregion. 

Montenegro declared its independence from Serbia on 3 June 
2006 when its Parliament adopted the decision of a national refer-
endum held on 21 May 2006. Following Montenegro’s declaration 
of independence, the State Union of Serbia and Montenegro was 
continued by Serbia. In the State Union of Serbia and Montenegro, 
anti-trafficking	policies	had	been	developed	at	the	entity	level	 
(Serbia, Montenegro and the UN-administered province of Kosovo). 
Therefore,	these	three	entities	are	reflected	separately	in	the	analy-
sis.	Issues	regarding	the	signature	and	ratification	of	international	
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