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UK Child Trafficking 

Ratified UN protocol 2006

National Referral Mechanism 2009

2,121 children referred (2018)

(Home Office, 2018) 

Labour
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Sexual
27%

Unknown
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Domestic 
servitude
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Exploitation type



(Home Office, 2018) 



What we know

• Problems in recognition of trafficking circumstances 
‘enhanced by a culture of disbelief’ 
• Immigration-led ‘xenophobic and discriminatory tendencies’
• Tensions between police and social workers in port safeguarding 
• Lack of cohesive multi-agency frameworks 

(Pearce et al. 2009; Bovarnick, 2010; 
Westwood, 2012; Harvey et al. 2015)



• Children’s voices about being trafficked 
• How they experience services
• Child trafficking strategy, policy-making and practice have 

been shaped without knowledge from children directly



How do children experience their 
childhoods, separation, migration & being 
trafficked?
How do they experience services in 
England?
Does the child trafficking framework meet 
their needs?



Challenges

Cited barriers:
• Access - very few recognised as ‘trafficked’
• Ethics – risk of harm & lack of trust 

Design
• New exploratory research
• Building trust & reciprocity



Methodology

Groupwork - creative methods
‘Embodied Circles’ music & dance
Qualitative in-depth interviews 
Focus groups

Sample

20 young people, aged 15-21
Separated, moving to UK, contact 
with front-line agencies
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Country of origin Number of 
participants

Nigeria 10

Somalia 2

Ivory Coast 2
Guinea 1

Uganda 1

Ethiopia 1
Eritrea 1

Syria 1
China 1
Total 20



Young people’s experiences
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Kayla’s journey

• Kayla never knew her parents in Nigeria. When 14 years old strangers arrived 
in her village and offered to take Kayla to the city, to go to school.  In the city 
Kayla was put in a house with other young people and sexually abused. Her 
traffickers threatened to kill the family she lived with if she refused.
• Kayla was re-trafficked to the UK, smuggled in, posing as someone else. In the 

UK she was ‘sold for sex’ and ‘really mistreated’, physically abused and 
neglected. She was being re-trafficked again out of the UK, when police 
stopped her at the airport. 
• She was taken to court “they tell me to say guilty. I don't know what is guilty… 

I don't know what it mean”. Kayla was imprisoned in an adult prison. 6 months 
later she managed to explain to a lawyer in her language how she didn’t know 
what was happening and she was given someone else’s passport. She was 
eventually released.



Context of contact with agencies

• Restaurant raided by immigration control
• Arrival by lorry, requested help police/Home Office
• Stopped by police when re-trafficked 

with false documents
• Fled trafficker, presented to Children Services with injuries
• Thrown out by trafficker, member public took Children Services
• Young person called police
• Police & social worker visits – young person not spoken to alone



Maya’s journey

• Maya was 10 years old when trafficked to the UK from Nigeria. She was 
excited to leave poverty behind with hopes of going to school. Maya was 
set to work as a ‘house girl’ looking after many children, cooking, cleaning. 
• The trafficker paid £3k for Maya and was making arrangements to re-

traffick her to the US after years as a ‘house girl’ in UK. Maya was ‘beaten 
for no reason’ with untreated injuries. She had no courage to run away 
fearing being killed and use of ju-ju.
• There were several missed opportunities; police attended, social worker 

visited, neighbour was aware. No one spoke to Maya alone. Maya was 
exploited for 6 years before leaving of her own accord. When she spoke of 
her ordeal she was not believed and called crazy.
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• no choice in leaving home 
countries
• family often made the decision 
• did not know where they were 

going
• could not dispute or challenge 

decisions made by adults
• not aware being trafficked

When my uncle he do a 
deal with agent...I didn’t 

have choice... I didn’t 
choose the country, 

because my uncle he 
choose this for me

So when I was told that I was 
going with her, to be living in 

London...  you don’t really 
have say on this matter, the 

adults know what’s best, you 
carry on, even if you don’t 

want to go

CONSENTING?



Material evidence 

• Acceptance & identification of having been trafficked
conditional
• Based on material evidence being available

or 
successful prosecution of traffickers 



UNBELIEVABLE

for them its like, as long as we 
cannot see any proof we don't 
believe you've been trafficked 
… the lady was telling ‘a lot of 
kids make up things, so part of 

it is you, you’re one of those 
that probably made up things 

what happened to you’

it was so hard, like they 
don’t believe you what 

you tell them
they was telling me that I'm 
lying… and I told them that 

this is not my real name, that 
is the people that bought me 
over, that give me that name, 

they done it



• Being explicit about harm
• Presented with injuries
• Left in abusive situations or 

asked to return

‘being hit for no reason’, 
receiving ‘beatings’, 

‘mistreating me’ being 
held as ‘house girls’ 

Even still today when I 
meet her she still telling 
me ‘ah I still know what 
you are doing [lying], I 
still don't believe you

DISBELIEF 



BLAME

I had a lawyer from my 
country, anything I said to 

her, she doesn't believe me. 
She always like blaming me, 
that someone bring you over 

and you lazy person. She 
doesn't want to help me…

oh what did you actually do
for your aunt to do this? Are 
you sure it’s not something 

that you did, that's the 
reason why your aunt done 

that?



CULTURALISM

• Racial assumptions
• Fear of racism
• Not naming cultural practices 

as abusive 
• Fear of attention to 

own culture as abusive... 

She [social worker] doesn’t 
want the people from my 
country working in their 

department, they don’t want 
anyone else to know, that 
something like this could 

happen in their… community or 
in their culture



people who are born 
here, who are in the 
UK, they need more 

help than you do• practitioners withholding 
services
• Xenophobia

RESOURCE
PROTECTIONISM

Your priority is not a 
special priority... There 
are a lot of people here 
that need more things 
than you...you are not 

the main priority

so they will take them [UK 
nationals] more as vulnerable. 

And we are most like those 
people who probably lie about 

everything and want to be in the 
UK for certain things and we 

have always been placed as a 
criminal, always at the first time



Criminal 
justice 

approach

• ‘Consenting’
Victim 

approach

Findings

• Child protection not 
identified

• Blamed/criminalised



Positive experiences

• Sense of trust...
...takes time, listening

• Relational qualities:
assuring, more caring 

• Combined with practical support
• Advocacy (challenging other services)
• Specialist support ECPAT UK
• Value of peer support  



Unexpected findings 

•Being kind
•Provided information
•Helped to escape 

Critical role of 
other children



Implications

• Cultural shift required in believing young people 
• Consent and coercion 

not sufficient to address harms

• Interpretations of coercion too narrow
• Consent can be manipulated into ‘coerced consent’



• Trafficking, 
smuggling and 
exploitation are 
dynamic

• Can overlap
• Degrees of agency 
• Complex methods of 

abusing consent

CHOICE AND CONTROL:  A CONTINUUM 

https://giphy.com/explore/infinity



Policy change

• Child trafficking is not solely 
immigration problem

• Depoliticise child trafficking 
• Removal of labels 

‘consenting smuggled child’ 
‘coerced trafficked child’



Implications for practice

• Welfare & safeguarding priority over immigration or prosecution

LISTEN, BELIEVE & ACT

• Reaffirm anti-discriminatory practice (equal access)
• Attend to significant role of peers





Further detail...
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