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  Statement 
 
 

 The Sisters of Mercy welcome this opportunity to address the fifty-seventh 
session of the Commission on the Status of Women in order to express our deep 
concerns relative to human trafficking and its relationship to violence against women. 
Specifically, we wish to highlight current efforts and provide recommendations for 
prevention and services, with the goal of dismantling this outrage to women.  

 The current situation of people forced into human trafficking continues to appal 
those concerned with the rights of women and children. According to a 2012 
International Labour Organization (ILO) global estimate of forced labour, 20.9 million 
people are in this situation at any one time, with 18.7 million exploited by the private 
economy. Of that number, 68 per cent are trafficked into commercial sexual 
exploitation, and 98 per cent of these are women and children. Human trafficking is 
driven (a) by gender inequality, (b) by poverty, and (c) by lack of knowledge of the 
dangers to the victim lured into slavery. 
 

  Root causes of trafficking 
 

 Gender inequality lies at the base of violence against women, including human 
trafficking. Every girl or woman considered “less than” has little or no value and 
can “legitimately” be raped, beaten, starved and sold. Moreover, she serves as a 
renewable source of income because she can be sold and re-sold until she becomes a 
useless and unprofitable liability owing to infirmity or age. Above all, she must be 
deprived of education that can empower her and lead her to freedom from her slave 
master.  

 Poverty, augmented by the global financial and economic crisis or loss of a 
spouse or breadwinner, begins a downward spiral that disproportionately affects 
females of all ages. Our experience in working with trafficked women confirms that 
deprivation increases the woman’s burden to seek resources, often in desperation, to 
provide for herself and her family. She thus becomes the perfect prey.  

 Lack of knowledge of the dangers of trafficking and poor opportunities at 
home markedly increase vulnerability to trafficking. Lured by false promises 
and expectations of employment, education and wealth — or at times sold by her 
family — the woman or girl finds only deception, intimidation, servitude, rape and 
debt bondage in addition to physical and psychological abuse. Bereft of her former 
life and isolated from family and cultural and religious beliefs, she enters a shadow 
world of coercion, violence and possible death. 
 

  Current efforts 
 

 The Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, 
especially Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention 
Against Transnational Organized Crime, adopted at the international level and 
ratified by 154 national Governments, indicates increased commitment to prosecute 
and convict those guilty of trafficking and affords increased legal protection for 
victims. A strong example of European Union action to combat this global crime is 
Directive 2011/36/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council on preventing 
and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims.  

 Despite these initiatives, however, conviction rates remain low and victims are 
still isolated and unable or afraid to come forward. A general lack of awareness of 
the issue prevails among the general public. More must be done. 
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  The way forward 
 

 Implementing the human rights of women and girls and enacting legislation to 
address human trafficking require action in the areas of development aid, education, 
and training and support. 
 

  Increased development aid 
 

 Investment in preventing trafficking is the most effective of all interventions. 
It is the experience of our members that receiving countries should fund and partner 
with sending countries to empower women economically, legally, politically and 
socially, in order to reduce the causes that make women vulnerable to trafficking.  

 However, major donors’ aid to developing countries fell by nearly 3 per cent in 
2011, breaking a long trend of annual increases. Development assistance targeted at 
providing employment opportunities for women and supporting anti-trafficking 
projects are crucial to stop trafficking at its source. Cuts in development aid only 
increase the level of trafficking. 
 

  Expanded education opportunities for girls in developing countries 
 

 Of the more than 110 million children not in school, approximately 60 per cent 
are girls. Our members who work in education verify that girls with poor education 
have poor employment prospects and are often driven to desperate situations. 
Education focused on empowerment provides girls with the skills not only to live 
and work in their own country but also to understand their rights. Education of girls 
in developing countries is key to dismantling trafficking. Women and girls may also 
be lured by fraudulent marriage proposals or offers of domestic work. It is therefore 
imperative that vulnerable groups be educated on the true content of trafficking and 
how they will be treated if enticed into this dangerous world. 
 

  Increased training for identification and support of trafficked women 
 

 Human trafficking happens behind closed doors. Women are often hidden 
away in brothels or hotels, constantly moved, their services publicized on Internet 
websites and their true identities obscured. Thus, opportunities to identify, contact 
and rescue trafficked victims are limited. Many people working in health, education, 
hospitality or even policing and immigration sectors might encounter trafficked 
women without identifying them as such. Lacking relevant training and education, 
potential rescuers could either miss key signs of human exploitation or even turn a 
blind eye owing to lack of knowledge or confidence in how to approach the 
situation. Further, when women come forward to be rescued they must receive a 
sympathetic and humane response from police, medical and education personnel 
trained to recognize and assist victims. 

 To offer incentives for these women to come forward, it is necessary to 
provide adequate and secure housing where they will be safe from their traffickers 
and able to recover from their ordeal, regardless of whether they act as witnesses in 
cases against their traffickers.  

 Trafficked women often return to their country of origin with no assets and 
few opportunities. Support services offering counselling, financial compensation 
and training for employment are crucial in assisting these women to restart their 
lives. States have an obligation to honour the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and 
Punish Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and Children, which notes that 
each State party shall ensure that its domestic legal system contains measures that 
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offer victims of trafficking in persons the possibility of obtaining compensation for 
damage suffered. Failure to prosecute traffickers and to confiscate their illegal 
proceeds marks a failure by the State in this obligation. Further, the victims 
themselves must be provided information on their rights in this regard. 
 

  Recommendations 
 

 We therefore call on this Commission to urge Member States to abolish this 
blatant form of modern day slavery through:  

1. Prevention 

 (a) Increase development aid to 0.7 per cent of the donor country’s national 
income, as affirmed in the Monterrey Consensus and recommended in the 
Millennium Project, and focus this aid on education and employment strategies for 
women and girls in poorer countries;  

 (b) Provide capacity-building and resources to raise awareness of the issue 
of trafficking and human rights in all societal areas (schools, churches, border 
patrols, workplaces, trade unions, and so on), particularly in developing countries 
and among populations vulnerable to being trafficked;  

2. Services  

 (a) Provide capacity-building activities and training (in countries of origin, 
transit and destination) to enable personnel in the police, judiciary, prosecutorial and 
immigration services, and in the medical, education and hospitality sectors 
to recognize trafficking and its root causes, to identify victims and to report 
incidences — all with full respect for the human rights of women trafficked;  

 (b) Provide suitable protection, long-term support and rehabilitation for 
victims including accommodations and compensation, while ensuring that the 
provision of services is not contingent on victims/survivors participation in their 
court testimony;  

 (c) Ensure that victims/survivors have the right to an effective remedy, 
taking into account the draft principles on the right to an effective remedy included 
in the report of the Special Rapporteur to the sixty-sixth session of the General 
Assembly.  

 The President of the United States of America, Barack Obama, stated, in his 
remarks on human trafficking at the Clinton Global Initiative on 25 September 
2012, that it ought to concern every person, because it is a debasement of our 
common humanity. It ought to concern every community, because it tears at our 
social fabric. It ought to concern every business, because it distorts markets. It ought 
to concern every nation, because it endangers public health and fuels violence and 
organized crime. Speaking to those trafficked, he said that we saw them, we heard 
them, we insisted on their dignity, and that we shared their belief that if just given 
the chance, they would forge a life equal to their talents and worthy of their dreams.  

 
 

  Note: This statement has been endorsed by the following organizations in consultative status with 
the Council: Company of the Daughters of Charity of St. Vincent de Paul; Congregation of Our 
Lady of Charity of the Good Shepherd; Loretto Community; Salesian Missions; Sisters of 
Notre Dame de Namur; Society of Catholic Medical Missionaries; UNANIMA International; 
VIVAT International. 
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