
Safeguarding Child Victims of 
Trafficking, Exploitation and 

Modern Slavery



ECPAT UK  is a children’s rights charity 
campaigning for the protection of child 
victims of trafficking and the victims of 
transnational sexual abuse by British citizens 
through:

• Research / campaigning / training / 
project work / youth programme & 
youth groups

• Network in more than 88 countries

• Chair of Home Office Child Trafficking 
Sub-Group



What is Modern Slavery?

• Modern slavery encompasses human 
trafficking, slavery, servitude and forced 
or compulsory labour.

• The Walk Free Foundation and ILO 
estimate that there are 40m people in 
slavery today.

• The Home Office Chief Scientific Adviser, 
Prof. Bernard Silverman, has estimated 
that in 2013 there were between 10,000 
and 13,000 potential victims of modern 
slavery in the UK.



Definition of Child Trafficking

Palermo Protocol 

“The recruitment, transportation, 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 of 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". 

Child  - anyone under the age of 18



Modern Slavery

•An ACTION (recruitment, 
transportation, transfer, harbouring, 
or receipt of persons, which can be 
internal movement or cross-border) .

•MEANS (threat or use of force, 
coercion, abduction, fraud, 
deception, abuse of power or 
vulnerability) 
There does not need to be a means 
used for children as they are not able 
to give informed consent. 

•PURPOSE to exploit an individual for 
benefit, e.g. sexual exploitation, 
forced labour or domestic servitude, 
slavery, financial exploitation, illegal 
adoption, removal of organs.

Human trafficking Slavery, servitude, 
forced or compulsory labour 

Not required for action to have been 
taken to bring person into the 
situation.

•MEANS (threat or use of force, 
coercion, abduction, fraud, 
deception, abuse of power or 
vulnerability, through which a 
person is held in a situation) There 
does not need to be a means used 
for children as they are not able to 
give informed consent. 

•PURPOSE to compel another to act 
in a way that amounts to slavery, 
servitude or forced / compulsory 
labour. 















Trafficking and Smuggling

Smuggling is when a 
person pays another 

to transport them 
across an 

international border. 
Relationship ends on 

entry in to the 
country of 
destination

Trafficking can take 
place across 

international borders 
or within them. It 

involves exploitation.

Trafficked victims 
can enter with legal 

documents or 
clandestinely. 



Forced Labour

 Prevalence in certain industries such as construction, 
manufacturing, hospitality and food, beauty, car washing and 
agriculture/fishing

 Withholding of wages, excessive reductions
 Excessive hours/overtime, few breaks

 Working long hours in hazardous conditions

 Poor, cramped living conditions, often imposed and deducted from 
wages

 Often suffering other physical, sexual abuse
 Isolation
 Obligated to pay for equipment
 Abuse of vulnerabilities such as homelessness, mental and/or 

physical health issues



Sexual Exploitation

 Private homes, brothels, forced street sex work, outcall visits, nail bars, 
massage parlours, night clubs, residential homes, child abuse images

 Children trafficked for other forms will often also be vulnerable to sexual 
exploitation

 Boys and men are also victims of sexual exploitation but often 
underrepresented

 Promises of work, deception of conditions of sex work, grooming and the 
‘boyfriend model’ 

 Recruitment and advertisement of victims can happen online (ads, online 
gaming, social media and other platforms)



Domestic Servitude

• Working in domestic households

• A substantial portion of victims are children 

• Often recruited with promises of schooling and deception about 
wages and working conditions.

• Responsible for all household chores and caring for other children

• For child cases often not enrolled in education or with a GP

• A sign can be not eating with the rest of the family or having 
proper sleeping space

• Often suffering physical, sexual, emotional abuse

• Abuse of cultural traditions

• Often living in private fostering arrangement



 Children and adults are being treated as defendants as 
opposed to trafficked victims for the purposes of criminal 
exploitation, despite legal framework and obligations to 
protect them

 Gang related activities, pickpocketing, transportation and 
supply of drugs, ATM theft, cannabis cultivation, forced 
begging, passport offences and fraudulent ID documents, 
sham marriage, theft

 Many are controlled by organised gangs

 Often controlled through debt bondage

Forced Criminality



 Illegal adoptions, benefit fraud, financial fraud

 Children passed around communities

 Bought illegally internationally

 Child commodity and  vulnerable to abuse
 Relationship between adult and child is unclear
 Multiple loans, bank card and bank accounts taken out in victim’s 

name
 Single adult registers large number of children 

Fraud



Forced Marriage

• Forced marriage refers to situations where persons, regardless of their 
age, have been forced to marry without their consent

• There are many reasons for forced marriage, some of which are closely 
linked to longstanding cultural practices. In some parts of the world, 
young girls and women are forced to marry in exchange for payment to 
their families, the cancellation of debt, or to settle family disputes

• Forced marriage places victims at risk of other forms of exploitation, 
including sexual exploitation, domestic servitude, and other forms of 
forced labour

• Children are especially vulnerable in these situations 



 Rare in the UK due to robust organ transplant system
 Only handful of cases of children or adults recorded in the NRM
 First case in 2013 of a child from Somalia
 Two boys, aged 12 and 15, in 2015
 Cases of organ harvesting have incremented in areas with protracted 

humanitarian crises such as Syria
 The most common way to trade organs across national borders is via 

potential recipients who travel abroad to undergo organ 
transplantation, commonly referred to as “transplant tourism”. 

Organ Harvesting



Methods of Control

 Debt bondage

 Spiritual/institutional abuse – rituals, using spiritual beliefs

 Grooming – affection, attention, gifts, lifestyle

 Violence and threats of violence

 Threats/violence against family/loved ones

 Shame

 Confiscating ID documents

 Vindictive use of sexual images

 Undermining trust and confidence in others including authorities

 Sense of belonging



Practice Guidance and Tools



Culturally Specific Needs

To develop an effective relationship with culturally diverse young people, here are 
some things to be aware of:

• Your own cultural background/experiences, attitudes, values, and biases that 
might influence your ability to assist young people from diverse cultural 
populations. 

• Educate yourself, wherever possible, about cultural, social, psychological, political, 
economic, and historical material specific to the particular ethnic group being 
served.

• Recognise that ethnicity and culture may have an impact on behaviour.

• Respect the young person’s religious and/or spiritual beliefs and values.

• Work to eliminate biases, prejudices, and discriminatory practices.



Role of the Interpreter

The role of the interpreter is vital. Poor interpreting can have dire consequences for 
a child. Some key points to keep in mind are:

• Errors of language and cultural understanding are common.

• The child should be properly informed about the role of the interpreter at the 
start of meetings.

• Practitioners using interpreters should check if the child would prefer their 
interpreter to be a specific gender.

• The interpreter’s job is to interpret word for word what is said by the young 
person and all other parties. They should adhere strictly to confidentiality and 
professional boundaries.

• Poor practice should be challenged at the time and at all times.



Safe Accommodation

• Trafficked children present a high risk of going missing

• Child should be placed in area away from where they were discovered

• Carers should be experienced in accommodating child victims of 
trafficking, preferably specialist foster care

• Placement should be kept confidential

• No admittance to adults without identification



Missing

•Push and Pull Factors

• Short term, medium term and long term

•Managing expectations

•Consistency of support

•Agency and empowerment

• Integration-putting down roots



Education

• Separated and trafficked children must by law be provided 
with education up to the age of 18, as with other children.

• Some children will thrive in mainstream schools and colleges, 
others will need some extra support, particularly if they have 
had little or no formal education previously. 

• Clear and realistic plans for their education must be made 
and reviewed. 

• Seek Advice: Refugee Support Network 07597583228 or 
0800 331 7292 on Mondays 2-5pm or Thursdays 2-5pm



Safeguarding Issues to Consider

• Vulnerability of the child
• Cultural differences/expectations
• Trauma and memory
• Children can be easily deceived and controlled, and fail to 

appreciate their own best interests
• Timescales
• Confidentiality
• FGM
• Expectations of childhood



Transition to Adulthood

• Immigration status – staying here and settled, future 
undecided, or facing removal?

• Education? Accommodation? Financial support? Salvation 
Army?

• Access to other support networks, formal and informal?

• Turning 18 as day of celebration or depths of despair?



Referral Pathways

• The National Referral Mechanism is the system for identifying and protecting 
victims of trafficking.

• If there are indicators of trafficking it is the responsibility of First Responders to 
make a referral to the Modern Slavery Human Trafficking Unit (MSHTU). Other 
agencies can do this too.

• Following a referral a young person should receive decisions from the Home 
Office stating whether they believe there to be ‘reasonable’ or ‘conclusive’ 
grounds that they are a victim of trafficking.

• Legal representatives and social services should be informed of these decisions 
immediately and the child should always speak to their lawyer for advice.



 “I will never be the same again…”

 “I was hit in the head by my trafficker and I have problems 
remembering things from yesterday”

 “My inner world has changed. The things around me have a 
different colour; everything seems to be dark grey…”

 “Sometimes when I am in the street I feel that everyone is looking at 
me and I want to shout. I’m tired of being afraid…”



Impact of Trauma

Physical Health

• headaches

• gastrointestinal problems

• extreme fatigue, dizziness

• skin problems

• STI’s

• child pregnancy

• infertility due to forced 
abortions

Mental Health

• PTSD

• depression

• suicidal thoughts

• guilt and shame

• low self-esteem 

• mood swings

• Paranoia

• emotional withdrawal

Behaviour

• mistrust of adults

• anti-social behaviour

• addiction problems

• dependency on abusers

• self harming

• angry and aggressive

• sexually provocative

• attachment & identity issues



How can you get involved? 

Sign up to ECPAT UK e-news 
www.ecpat.org.uk

Support our ECPAT UK campaigns

Become an ECPAT UK supporter

Help us raise vital funds for our 
work

Follow us on Facebook and 
Twitter (@ECPATUK)

http://www.ecpat.org.uk/


Thank You! 

www.ecpat.org.uk
0207 6072 136

info@ecpat.org.uk
training@ecpat.org.uk 


