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EDGEWISE

by Patty Pitts

Every day throughout the world migrants 
of all ages are shuttled between and within 

countries against their will. Some of them 
find themselves in forced working conditions, 
whether in factories, fields or private homes. 

While accurate statistics for human traffick-
ing are hard to come by, it’s a sufficient problem 
domestically that both Canada and BC have 
action plans to address and attempt to eradicate 
this violation of human rights.

Protecting these vulnerable people is a 
laudable goal but it’s often done without any 
consultation with the people themselves, says 
UVic gender studies professor Annalee Lepp. 
As a member of the Bangkok-based Global 
Alliance Against Traffic in Women (GAATW) 
she has, since 1996, participated in Canadian 
and international studies on migration and 
anti-trafficking interventions. 

The findings have determined that, while 
well-intentioned, human trafficking interven-
tions often have a negative impact on the very 
people they’re supposed to benefit.

“The prevention of trafficking is cited as 
a justification to tighten borders,” says Lepp, 
adding that protective measures instead often 

jeopardize the legitimate drive and need to 
migrate in search of safety, employment and 
survival.

GAATW’s 2007 report, Collateral Damage: 
The Impact of Anti-Trafficking Measures on 
Human Rights Around the World criticized 
interventions—such as tighter border restric-
tions, tougher scrutiny of targeted nationalities 
and those engaged in migrant sex work, and 
detention facilities for trafficked people—as 
being harmful instead of beneficial.

“There’s an assumption among some state 
officials and NGOs that migrant women and 
trafficked people have no capacity to make their 
own decisions or have no agency,” says Lepp.

 She argues that governments tend to focus 
on identifying and prosecuting traffickers over 
assisting those who have been trafficked or 
exploited. “If people are survivors of a crime 
against them, shouldn’t they be permitted to 
remain in the country and have access to various 
supports such as housing and health care?”

 Lepp also advocates involving those affected 
by anti-trafficking interventions and campaigns 
to participate in their development. “In Canada, 
for example, migrant justice and sex worker 
organizations are seldom invited to the table when 
local and national strategies are discussed. Usually 

government officials and NGOs speak on their 
behalf and assume they know what is best.”

 Lepp is currently the Canadian researcher 
in a seven-country GAATW project examin-
ing how sex worker organizations have been 
impacted by anti-trafficking campaigns and 
interventions.

 “Some argue that no woman would consent 
to work in the sex industry, so all women work-
ing in the industry are trafficked. That’s simply 
not the case,” says Lepp. “It’s also important to 
acknowledge that men and trans people also 
work in the industry.

 “Our project examines what kind of strate-
gies and initiatives sex worker organizations 
employ to address instances of coercion and 
abuse in the industry and to highlight their 
central role in addressing working conditions 
in this sector.”

Addressing trafficking must go beyond 
rescue, says Lepp. 

“It requires strategies that respect and meet 
the needs of those who are harmed rather than 
criminalizing them. The world community 
needs to offer trafficked migrants something 
other than a return ticket back to the conditions 
that may have put them in this situation in the 
first place.”

Measures to counter human trafficking often harm the very people they’re supposed to help
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Lepp was the principal investigator and author 
of 2010 Winter Games Analysis on Human 
Trafficking, an examination of whether the global 
sporting event resulted in an increase in human 
trafficking into the Vancouver sex industry. There 
was no evidence of human trafficking during the 
competition and sex workers reported that business 
actually suffered during the Games.

The Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women 
(GAATW) is a network of non-governmental 
organizations from all regions of the world, which 
share a deep concern for the women, children 
and men whose human rights have been violated 
by the criminal practice of human trafficking 
within the context of labour migration. Promoting 
accountability and the human rights of individuals 
are the focus of GAATW activities. Learn more at 
gaatw.org

The 2010 RCMP report Human Trafficking in Canada 
states that “human trafficking has been globally 
observed as a growing sector of organized crime. 
At any given time, a country can be a source, 
destination or transit country, or all three. Social, 
political and/or economic strife are all possible 
factors in human trafficking…. According to the 
United Nations, approximately 121 countries have 
adopted anti-trafficking legislation in the last 
decade.”

Lepp’s research is funded by Status of Women 
Canada, Public Safety Canada and various 
donors through GAATW.

Watch Annalee Lepp talk about her work at 
bit.ly/uvic-lepp
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