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Hello and thank you for inviting me to speak about the international trafficking crisis and what my organization, Soroptimist, is doing about it. Soroptimist is an international organization of business and professional women who work to improve the lives of women and girls, and trafficking is an issue of critical importance to us. 

December 2 is the United Nations’ International Day for the Abolition of Slavery. In every country throughout the world—including this one—women and girls are trafficked and enslaved for sex. 

Some of you may be wondering what trafficking is. I’ll be honest—I didn’t know a lot about it until recently, either. And that’s shocking, because it’s an international problem that affects millions and millions of people, and has far-reaching implications for communities everywhere. 

Sex trafficking involves the involuntary transport of people, primarily women and girls, for the purpose of sex. These women are someone’s mother, daughter, sister, friend—hidden behind locked doors and pulled shades, forced against their will to engage in sex acts with dozens of men a day. In effect, sex trafficking is a form of modern-day slavery.

Sex trafficking is—and this is an incredible number—a $32 billion dollar global industry. That’s right. $32 billion. Each year, between 600,000 and 800,00 women and girls are forcibly transported into the global commercial sex industry, suffering horrific physical, psychological and sexual abuse. Currently, about two million women and children are held in sexual servitude around the world, although many believe the actual number may be 10 times higher. Sexual slavery perpetuates a culture of violence, destroys communities and families, fuels organized crime, and ruins lives.  
According to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime—Thailand, China, Nigeria, Albania, Bulgaria, Belarus, Moldova and Ukraine—are among the countries that are the greatest sources of trafficked persons. Women are trafficked into both developed and developing countries. Sex trafficking is brutal, violent and destructive to women, their families and their communities. 

Many of the poorest and most unstable countries have the highest incidences of trafficking, and extreme poverty is a common bond among trafficking victims. 

Where alternatives do not exist—in areas afflicted by natural disasters or war, or with little economic opportunity—women and girls are more vulnerable to being tricked and coerced into sexual servitude. Some women are lured with offers of legitimate and legal work as shop assistants or waitresses. Others are lured with promises of marriage, educational opportunities and a better life. And many are sold into trafficking by boyfriends, friends, neighbors and even parents. 

Once in the possession of a trafficker, a woman may be forced to travel through several countries, moving further and further away from her home and family. Traffickers will take victims’ passports and official papers, and victims are often kept in captivity, rendering them dependent on their traffickers. Traffickers also keep victims in what is known as “debt bondage,” which means they are obliged to pay back large recruitment and transportation fees before being released from their traffickers. Many victims report being charged additional fines or fees while under bondage, requiring them to work longer to pay off their debts.

Traffickers use threats, violence, sexual assault and intimidation to keep women and girls from escaping, and will often repeatedly rape and abuse their victims in order to keep them subservient and in fear.

Letty is one such victim.  She was living in a poor village on the outskirts of Manila, Philippines, when she learned of an opportunity to work as a domestic helper in the United States. She was hired as a maid and put on a plane to New York. But when her plane arrives, she is taken by a man who claims to have purchased her. 

Letty is told she must have sex with men for money in order to repay her travel debt, and is repeatedly beaten and raped. She is confused, alone and in a foreign country without documentation. She lives in a cramped apartment with other trafficking victims and is forced to have sex with dozens of men a day. The abuse is never-ending, and her days are filled with pain and despair. Letty is just one of thousands of women in an unspeakable nightmare from which they cannot escape.
Sex trafficking also has widespread negative consequences for families and communities. It promotes societal breakdown by removing women and girls from their families and communities. Trafficking fuels organized crime groups that usually participate in many other illegal activities, including drug and weapons trafficking and money laundering. 
Many traffickers are never captured. Widespread corruption and greed make it possible for sex traffickers in many areas to quickly and easily proliferate. Though national and international institutions may attempt to regulate and enforce anti-trafficking legislation, local governments and police forces may in fact be participating in sex trafficking rings. And in places where governments and law officials are mobilized against it, the secretive, hidden nature of sex trafficking makes it difficult to find, track and prosecute sex traffickers. 
Prosecuting sex traffickers is only part of the solution, however. Soroptimist believes that more attention must be paid to addressing the demand-side of sex trafficking. Just as trafficking victims may come from any number of backgrounds, the men who create the demand are equally diverse. They are both rich and poor, single and married, and from Eastern countries and Western lands. 
Among all of them, however, there is a common mentality–that the lives of women and girls have little or no value and they can be bought and sold like cattle. 

Many men don’t recognize the connection between purchasing sex and the illegal sex trade. And many believe that women who work in the commercial sex trade choose to do so. 
Soroptimist believes that men who purchase trafficked women and girls must be held accountable for their participation in a cruel and violent industry. We support harsher punishment for men who purchase the services of trafficked women, along with increased education for all about women’s rights and the global sex industry.

Soroptimist believes that trafficking is one of the most important issues affecting women and girls globally. To that end, we have launched a project called Soroptimists Stop Trafficking, which aims to raise awareness about the problem of sex trafficking, and urges communities to take action to prevent and end it. By disseminating these cards in our local communities (hold up card), we hope to educate and mobilize people around sex trafficking. 

Another way Soroptimist works on this issue is to provide women with real options and alternatives. Through our Women’s Opportunity Awards program, we give women cash grants to enter or return to school. The Women’s Opportunity Awards helps women cultivate new skills, further their education and regain independence. Many Women’s Opportunity Award recipients are survivors of physical, sexual or emotional abuse and all have triumphed over daunting challenges.

A recent finalist recipient is a survivor of sexual trafficking. Kazuko, of Morioka City, Japan, was sold to a man by her father in exchange for money to purchase a boat engine. “I could not describe the shock that I felt when I saw the wad of cash that my father received,” she said. “He needed money for his ship, but I could not believe that he could even think of selling my body for money.” Kazuko was regularly sexually abused and this early experience set in motion a pattern of abusive relationships. After years of violence and abuse, Kazuko found herself a single mom, struggling to survive. With help from the Women’s Opportunity Awards, Kazuko is reclaiming her dream of finishing her education. And it will ensure that she will never have to experience the horrors of sexual exploitation again. 

So what can you do? How can you help women like Letty and Kazuko? One great way to help is by coming to events like this. Stay informed and keep current about trafficking. Talk with local police officers and social service providers to find out what they’re doing to end trafficking. 

Reach out to local media to raise awareness about trafficking, and reach out to others in your community who may be interested in mobilizing around this issue. The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime has launched a human trafficking awareness campaign and is producing customized video spots about sex trafficking. Find out about showing these videos in your community by contacting the UNODC. 

Donate funds to organizations such as Soroptimist that work to eradicate trafficking. Your donations make it possible for us to help women move from poverty and abuse to empowerment and possibility. 

And finally, do all you can to advocate on behalf on women and girls caught in the clutches of sex trafficking. Speak up! Advocate for stronger anti-trafficking laws locally and nationally. Make sure that law enforcement officials in your local community understand that trafficked women and girls are victims, and not perpetrators, of the illegal sex industry. And urge law enforcement to severely punish the men who purchase sex from victims of sexual trafficking.

Right now, thousands of women and girls are ensnared in the web of sex trafficking. But it doesn’t have to be that way.  Heller Keller once said, “Although the world is full of suffering, it is also full of the overcoming of it.” Working together, we can eradicate trafficking in our cities and towns, and truly help women and girls to live their dream by achieving their true potential. 
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