




































“Trafficking in persons shall mean 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.

Exploitation shall include, at the minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of
sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal
of organs.”

UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, supplementing
the Convention Against Transnational Organised Crime.

Trafficking in persons affects virtually every country in the world today. The majority of victims are women
and children who are trafficked for sexual exploitation. Others are trafficked to become ‘slaves’ in people’s
homes, where they are domestic workers, or in factories. One of the most lucrative illicit trades practised
on a global level today, trafficking constitutes a breach of fundamental human rights. Given the clandestine
nature of the crime, it is difficult to gather reliable figures however it is estimated that between 700,000
and two million persons are trafficked each year. According to the US Department of State (2006),
approximately 800,000 people are trafficked across national borders, which does not include millions
trafficked within their own countries. Approximately 80% of transnational victims are women and girls
and up to 50% are minors. Every year, over 50,000 victims are reportedly trafficked from Africa, a good
many from Nigeria. Most end up as prostitutes on the streets of Europe, especially Italy (USG/UISG Working
Group on Trafficking in Women and Children, 2003).

In countries where the cycle of trafficking begins, both women and children become vulnerable to
manipulation due to issues relating to poverty, discrimination, and armed conflict. They are lured by
traffickers with promises of employment, believing that the work positions described are legitimate. The
traffickers use coercive tactics, such as deception, intimidation, physical force, voodoo and debt bondage,
to physically and psychologically control the victims (Human Rights Watch, 2006b; UNESCO, 2007; UNICEF,
2004). Trafficked persons usually live and work in deplorable, slave-like conditions and prison-like environments,
with low or no wages. Physical and sexual abuse is common.
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The group sessions held about FGM elicited considerable interest among the members, showing what an
important topic this is, especially for Somali women. We talked about the social beliefs and attitudes
surrounding FGM, and screened a film, Infibulation, The Worse Type of Female Genital Mutilation
(UNHCR), to raise awareness and initiate a discussion. The film was about the most extreme type of FGM,
that is, closure following the total removal of the external female genitalia.

The women’s reaction was mixed, partly depending on the country they come from, either Somalia, or
Ethiopia or Eritrea, or from a West African country. Many expressed anger. For some, the session evoked
painful memories of the time when FGM was performed on them, at times in a very crude manner, without
anaesthesia, while they were pinned down. This was especially the case among older women from rural
areas. On the other hand, some women drew attention to the ‘medicalisation’ of FGM, saying that nowadays
the practice is safe and sanitary, often conducted in clinics under anaesthetic.

Medical advances in FGM, however, did not stop most women from agreeing that it is an unnecessary and
harmful cultural practice. Some clearly stated they would not repeat FGM on their children; this seemed
an obvious conclusion for them. Others stated they would not perform complete FGM (closure) but would
rather “just” cut the clitoris.

Some denied outright that FGM was wrong and adamantly insisted that it was a part of their culture and
should stay. For them, performing FGM means respecting their cultural background, even if they did not
exactly see or agree with its stated purpose. They value the practice, with one stating that “closed is
beautiful”. In one group, there was a hot debate about whether religion imposes such a practice, ending
with consensus that FGM is not recommended by any religion and is a violation of women’s rights.

However, although they may acknowledge that FGM is wrong and air anger about the physical and
psychological trauma associated with the practice, many women felt they had no choice but to accept it.
In some societies, girls who refuse FGM are crushed by social pressure, rejected by their peers for being
‘loose’. The popular belief underpinning the practice is that women who were not subjected to FGM have
a high sexual drive and hence will not be faithful to one man. Young girls make fun of each other if they
are still ‘open’, and women gossip about anyone who may be so.

In Somalia, one of the strongest pressures to undergo FGM is eligibility as a wife, because being ‘closed’
is a means used to ascertain virginity, making it a family and community business rather than a personal
affair at times. Some group members said dowry given for a woman who is not ‘closed’ is much less. In
Somalia, when it comes to consummation of marriage, women who are completely ‘closed’ are ‘slit’
either surgically or by their husband, with the pressure applied whilst attempting intercourse. This
involves tremendous pain for the woman. If the man feels sorry for his wife and wants to stop, he may
be coerced to continue by other family members until intercourse is possible. Often, he too is subjected
to great social pressure in this regard, as his own definition of manhood is questioned in the process.
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