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Human Trafficking

Recent events in Essex, and Vietnam have raised awareness of the plight of people who are
prepared to take drastic measures to escape, poverty, terrorism, war or fear. While these latest
victims made the decision to become illegal immigrants and to trust smugglers, their plight reminds
us of the millions of people who, without their knowledge or consent, are sold as part of the modern
slave trade. It can be extremely difficult for ordinary citizens going about our daily lives to accept the
reality that human beings are prepared to sell other human beings and that in Ireland today there
are both the seller and the sold.
Ireland is a signature to major international protocols which at UN and EU levels set out the
responsibly of states to take measures to counteract trafficking and to support victims of this gross
violation of human rights. The Garda Siochana in 2011 identified trafficking in human beings as a
key priority and established a ‘Human Trafficking Investigation and Coordination Unit’ with strong
international links in the fight against this crime.
However, the skill and experience of the trafficker largely succeeds in keeping this crime hidden and
there are relatively few convictions. Details of awareness raising work in Ireland can be seen on the
Blue Blindfold Campaign website – www.blueblindfold.gov.ie The message to all of us from campaign
is “Don’t Close your eyes to Human Trafficking.”The APT Ireland (act to prevent trafficking) website
www.aptireland.org contains practical information under the headings “What Can I Do?” and
“Know the Signs.” The VPSJ is very grateful to two members of APT for generously providing
reflective material on this crime against humanity-Joan Roddy DMJ and Anne Harnett CP
The Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice, 53 Mountjoy Square, Gardiner Street, Dublin 1.
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Human Trafficking – open wound on society
After the violent death of her parents, Victoria was brought from Africa by her aunt, living in Ireland, with the
assurance that she would be taken care of and continue her education. However, instead of the life she had
been promised, Victoria quickly found herself looking after her aunt’s young children, while cleaning, cooking
and doing all the household chores for a family of eight.
Having left school at sixteen, Olga searched in vain for a training course to help her find employment in her
East European home country. She and her parents were delighted when a family ‘friend’ offered Olga, eldest
of six children, the opportunity of a hairdressing course in UK. Little did she or her family realise that as soon
as she reached her destination, excited at the prospect of beginning her training, she would find herself in
frightening surroundings, with people whom she did not recognise who confiscated her passport.
Instructions from those strangers as to what was expected of her quickly followed, and then … the shock
realisation that she was being forced into prostitution.
Human trafficking has many faces. Yet all have many features in common.
Common to human trafficking in all its guises is total disregard for the dignity of the person. A first stage in
this criminal activity is ordinarily the recruitment, transportation and harbouring of persons for the purpose
of exploitation. A person may be trafficked for sexual exploitation, for forced labour in its varied forms or for
the removal of bodily organs. While trafficking will most often involve the crossing of national borders,
there are also instances of equally horrific activities within a country.
While in the past, and up to recently, such treatment of persons was associated with the slave trade and
colonisation, we see new manifestations of exploitation today. Underlying many of these is the readiness to
look at human persons exclusively through the lens of utility, regarding them as commodities to be bought
or sold, for pleasure or profit. In this perspective, people are utterly deprived of their identity and their
dignity.
Frequently, in denouncing human trafficking, it is the role of traffickers that is highlighted. However,
traffickers operate only in response to demand whether in the labour market, for sexual services or in other
areas. It is essential to recognise that those who generate demand have a serious responsibility for the
destructive impact of the key role they play. If there is trafficking of women, men and children this, in fact, is
ultimately due to the demand which makes their exploitation possible.

Recent and more widely-reported cases have brought greater attention to the reality of the criminal activity
which is human trafficking. Nevertheless, there is still a tendency to regard this as something that happens
elsewhere, not in one’s own society. It is true that persons trafficked in particular for sexual exploitation, are
often invisible since they are generally manipulated in ways which prevent their coming to public attention.
Often, for the persons themselves it takes time to realise what is happening. Even when eventually aware of
their situation, many feel helpless, often not knowing the local language or to whom or where to turn for
assistance. In addition to having had their documents taken away, they are fearful that they will be
convicted for not having the necessary immigration/work authorisation or, mindful of the threats of their
traffickers, are terrified of what may happen their families at home if they take action.
Within today’s complex transnational business networks, and with labour legislation varying greatly between
countries, people are easily exploited in work situations. Ever-growing competitiveness resulting from the
growing demand for cheap goods and services inevitably leads to cuts in wages and in prices paid,
particularly in developing countries, for raw materials. All this results in measures aimed at detection,
prosecution and punishment – where these exist - becoming increasingly difficult to enforce.
However, where human trafficking today is concerned, we can no longer honestly say ‘we did not know’. So,
with what we now know, we have to ask ourselves –
 How committed are we to the right of every woman, man and child on the planet to basic goods and
integral human development?
 How cognisant are we of the consequences of our Government policies which increasingly limit legal
channels for safe and orderly migration?
 How conscious are we in our locality, workplace and various communities/networks of upholding the
dignity of all persons and of making society more just, respectful and inclusive of everyone?
 How can we in the Catholic Church build awareness and enhance co-operation in working against human
trafficking, while collaborating with other Christian churches faith communities and all concerned
people?
 Have we made the connections between the trafficking of persons and the exploitation, through abuse
and lack of care, of the earth?
 How aware are we of the effects of our throwaway culture and the consequences of the demand for
cheap goods on the individuals, societies and countries where these are produced?
Human trafficking is an open wound on the body of contemporary society,
a scourge upon the body of Christ. Pope Francis, 10 April 2014
Joan Roddy DMJ

Reflection and Prayer
Prayer in Solidarity with the Vietnamese who died in Essex recently and their Families.
“Is not this the fast I choose: to loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo the strap of the yoke, to let
the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke? Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, and
bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked to cover them, and not to hide
yourself from your own kin”. (Isaiah 58: 6-7)
Oh God, we didn’t see them, but you did, the 39 Vietnamese who died recently and who join the
hundreds of thousands of human beings smuggled and trafficked each year. They are trapped and
sometimes die in modern day slavery. They travel under terrible conditions, they work in factories,
plough fields, harvest crops, work in quarries, fill brothels, clean homes and haul water. Many are
children with tiny fingers for weaving rugs and small shoulders for bearing rifles. Their labour is
forced, their bodies beaten, their faces hidden from those who don’t really want to see them. But
you see them all, God of the poor, you hear their cry and you answer by opening our eyes, and
breaking our hearts and loosening our tongues to insist: NO MORE.
Silent Prayer Time.
Intercessions
We remember especially the 39 Vietnamese victims of smugglers who died recently in the container
in Essex, 31 men and 8 women. R: Lord may they now experience the fullness of your love.
We remember their families, parents, grandparents, brothers, sisters, husbands, wives, partners,
children. R: Comfort and strengthen them in their unbearable grief.
For all those 30 million men, women and children in our world who are objectified, degraded and
exploited for commercial gain. R: Lord strengthen them and let them know that they are not
forgotten.
For traffickers, pimps and slave holders who perpetuate this system of indignity and degradation.
R: Open their hearts to recognise their injustice.
For all of us, that we may examine how we collude to perpetuate human slavery, and that we may
never turn a blind eye. R: Move our hearts to use our voices for justice.
For governments everywhere that they may awaken to the fact that living in poverty and inequality
is the reason why people become vulnerable to promises of a better life from smugglers and
traffickers. R: May we work together towards a fairer model of development.
Final prayer: Lord, we ask that we may never fall into indifference, that we may open our eyes and
look upon the miseries and wounds of so many brothers and sisters deprived of their dignity and
freedom, and hear their cry for help. We ask this through Christ our Lord, Amen.
Anne Harnett CP

