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Executive summary

While many victims of trafficking are assisted within the numerous anti-trafficking
programmes found in both countries of destination and origin, a noted trend has been
that some victims of trafficking also decline the assistance that is offered to them. Little
is known about the motivation for and consequences of these decisions. The reasons
that victims decline assistance and the circumstances under which they do so is the topic
for this report, in which we describe the results from a study conducted in Albania,
Moldova and Serbia. We approached the issue through interviews with 39 victims of
trafficking and an additional 13 respondents in street prostitution, whose status with
respect to trafficking could not be determined. We also interviewed 90 key informants,
such as government officials and persons who work in assistance programmes.

Several key informants said that some victims of trafficking declined assistance
because they wanted to go abroad again. “To go abroad”, however, is a term used rather
ambiguously and, in many instances, it was assumed that victims who “went abroad”
again were going into prostitution. In some cases this choice seemed to disqualify
victims from being offered further assistance, undermining their credibility, particu-
larly with the police. In some cases victims decline assistance because their trafficking
experience has not ended in spite of their having returned home. Especially in the case
of police raids or document controls abroad and deportation, victims may still be in
debt or vulnerable to traffickers and consequently do not feel free to accept assist-
ance. Other victims may indeed be free, but must adhere to their original objective of
migrating for work because the initial circumstances, often tied to financial or other
hardship, that preceded migration have not changed.

The family is also an important factor when victims decide whether or not to accept
assistance. Many trafficking victims have been deeply traumatised by what they have
been through and have great difficulties in trusting strangers. Many just want to return
home for family support. Sometimes, however, it becomes difficult to accept assistance
because the family is sceptical of the services provided or the assisting organisation.
Most victims find it difficult to tell their families exactly what they have been through
and, therefore, the family often do not know exactly what the assistance is for, why
it is being offered, what it consists of, and often where the shelter accommodation is
located. In other cases, families are mistrustful of the victim herself and do not want
her to leave home again. In several cases we found that husbands were jealous and



mistrustful of their returned wives and actively tried to discourage them from entering
shelter accommodation or accepting other assistance.

There is a common assumption that all trafficking victims require and want some
form of assistance or support to recover and re-integrate into society. However, there
are indications that some victims do not need assistance as they can cope on their own.
In some cases this is because assistance is not required and the victim wishes to get on
with her life. In other cases, while the victim may need assistance, she is able to access
alternative sources of support. This may be either in the form of family support, sup-
port from their social network, community-based support or non-trafficking related
assistance.

One of the greatest challenges in offering assistance to trafficking victims lies in
information and communication. Victims generally reported not fully understanding
what assistance was being offered, particularly when they were initially identified. This
can cause some victims to decline assistance simply because they do not understand
the purpose of the assistance or they do not trust the people offering assistance. None
of the victims of trafficking we interviewed had been offered written material on what
assistance consisted of, or indeed, what organisation was offering assistance. Aside
from problems in communication between service providers and victims, communica-
tion between service providers and other anti-trafficking actors within and between
countries was a challenge. Some victims felt misled about what would be available
to them upon return to their country of origin and felt let down when this support
was not forthcoming. Information to victims of trafficking in the initial stages after
leaving their trafficking situation poses particular problems. At this stage, victims are
often traumatised and in shock and not always able to comprehend what is happening,
including services being offered. Trauma may severely impair their ability to process
information and make choices about assistance. On a more practical level, some lack of
understanding is related to language barriers in countries of destination. Some victims
reported an inability to understand the services being offered because staff in destina-
tion countries did not speak their language. To a certain extent, this may also account
for victims who returned home with unrealistic expectations of assistance and, thus,
victims declining assistance upon their return home.

In some cases the organisation of assistance itself is a reason for victims to decline.
Assistance programmes have often centralised their services in the form of a shelter
or a day centre where education or training is provided. However, not everyone is
able to access assistance in these forms because they have other obligations, such as
work or care of children or other family members. There are also usually very limited
possibilities for earning money while receiving assistance, meaning that assistance
is not always something a victim can afford to accept as it is at the cost of earning a
regular income. Where offers of assistance paralleled a trafficking dynamic, this also
leads to victims declining. We found in several of our interviews that some features
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of assistance seemed to victims to mimic the trafficking experience. Typically victims
of trafficking for sexual exploitation have been deceived, often by someone they trust,
with false promises of assistance and support in building a new life. They are moved
to a new location, with hopes of realising this new life but, in the end, are exploited
and abused. Offers of assistance may, to a certain extent, resemble this process in that
similar promises are made — victims are transported and assistance toward a better life
is offered. Some trafficking victims also decline assistance because of fear of retribution
from their traffickers. Many feared that accepting help and shelter accommodation
would be seen by their traffickers as co-operating with authorities.

While the topic for this research focuses on the victims of trafficking who decline
assistance, rather than those who were not given assistance, we did find that the distinc-
tion between the two categories was sometimes blurred. In some cases beneficiaries
had been excluded from programmes because they had broken rules. In some cases this
seemed to be intentional behaviour, with the aim being dismissal from the programme.
In other cases, beneficiaries had seemingly left voluntarily, but only because they found
the programme rules and conditions untenable. In all instances, the picture is more
complicated than just one party rejecting the other and the tension and interplay be-
tween service providers and beneficiaries merits careful consideration. In some cases, it
was an open question as to how transparent programme rules were and just how clear
it was to beneficiaries that there were offences for which they could be removed from
ashelter or excluded from an assistance programme. Several victims had taken part in
an assistance programs that operated with very strict rules and restrictions. For example,
many shelters employed a closed model, which usually means that residents have little or
no freedom of movement and must be accompanied when they are outside the shelter.
Often victims who had been in such shelters found the conditions very stressful and
prohibitively restrictive. One woman rejected further assistance after being assisted
against her will in a closed shelter while abroad. She explicitly said that her experience
of assistance was worse than her attempted trafficking.

Trust is a pivotal part of the decision-making process for a trafficking victim in
choosing whether or not to accept assistance. Some victims are suspicious of certain
forms of assistance, in particular when they are offered financial support or small loans.
In some situations, a victim’s decision to decline assistance is linked to her past experi-
ences of assistance, both within the trafficking framework and more generally. It was
clear that negative assistance experiences influenced declining assistance.

One particular challenge in offering assistance to trafficking victims is that receiv-
ing assistance can identify women as trafficked within their local communities and,
therefore, lead to stigmatisation. The stigma attached to trafficking victims is often
complex and may relate to the association with prostitution or with failed migration.

Some victims of trafficking do not relate to the trafficking term itself and, as such,
assumed that assistance was directed at people who were “forced more” than they
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were. Others may feel that their romantic involvement with the trafficker or their
prior knowledge of prostitution means that they are not really victims. Further, several
women expressed discomfort with the role of victim. Some also found it problematic
to be on the receiving end of assistance and told us that they were used to providing
for themselves. Some women may also want to distance themselves from the traumatic
experience and move on with their lives and are, therefore, not willing to enter into
trafficking specific assistance.

The majority of victims who accepted assistance said they did so because they had
no other option. Several women said that, looking back, they do not know what they
would have done had they not been offered assistance; some even suggested that they
considered suicide. This clearly demonstrates the important function filled by assist-
ance providers in all countries that have a trafticking problem. This also, however, il-
lustrates the very high threshold for some women to enter into an assistance programme,
as many of those who accepted did so only when they were at the end of their tether and
felt there was no other option. Conversely, we also found that people who had any type
of alternative to assistance would generally decline trafficking specific assistance and
seck help in other places. This could mean that some of the characteristics associated
with profiles of trafficking victims may be more representative of assisted trafficking
victims than of trafficking victims generally. One common idea is that most victims
come from dysfunctional families. Our data, however, indicates that trafficking victims
who have good family relationships will generally return home rather than enter into
an assistance programme. Victims with family support are, therefore, less likely to be
registered in the assistance system, where most information about victims of trafficking
comes from and on which new programmes and approaches are built.

The difference between assisted and unassisted victims is a finding that has implica-
tions both for policy and research. In the context of policy and programme develop-
ment, there is a clear need for proper assessments and analysis of trafficking assistance
efforts, both what works and equally what does not.
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Preface

Assistance to and protection of trafficking victims is a pivotal part of anti-trafficking
work. This study was initially conceived because in our previous research on traffick-
ing we had noted that some victims declined assistance offered and available to them.
While we felt that this was an issue that was important in its own right, we also felt
that a consideration of this behaviour could potentially also tell us a lot about the
conditions women and girls face after trafficking, what the challenges are, and whether
there are factors that could be changed in order to ease the transition from trafficking.
We are grateful that the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs agreed and decided
to fund our project. We also found as we conducted our fieldwork and data collection
that this topic resonated with many service providers who had faced the phenomenon
over a period of some time. We appreciate their generous sharing of information;
often discussing the challenges and obstacles they face with great candour. We also
thank these organisations for facilitating access to a wide range of trafficked persons
whose experiences form the foundation of this study. We are grateful for the time and
effort these organisations spent in supporting our research. We have not individually
listed these supporting organisations because we do not wish for our findings to be
unduly associated with any one programme, organisation or country. Our findings
are reflective of the situation generally and the organisations that supported us in our
work should be commended both for their transparency and their commitment to
addressing this issue.

It is always with a certain regret that we thank our respondents in the studies we
undertake on trafficked persons, as those we would like to thank the most are the
ones we can never mention by name to protect their privacy and confidentiality. Here
we refer to all the trafficked women and girls who lived through the experience and
chose to share with us details of this dramatic stage of their lives and the difficulties as
well as successes they have since faced. In this report, 39 trafficked women and girls
and 13 street prostitutes whose trafficking status could not be determined, provided
us with insight into their lives. Without their courageous and generous participation,
this research in particular, and trafficking research in general, would not be possible.
We continue to be impressed with their willingness to share their stories and opinions
in order to improve the conditions and opportunities for other trafficked persons.
We can only hope to have fairly represented their experiences in this report and that
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the knowledge and insights shared herein will be put to use in supporting trafficked
persons.

The authors of this report have not conducted this research alone; we have benefited
from the cooperation of a number of colleagues as part of the research team. Laura
Mitchell was central in the data collection process, conducting fieldwork in Serbia
and Albania. Guri Tyldum was central in the design of the project. In Serbia, the Anti
Trafficking Centre’s team of outreach workers - Jelena Milic, Borislav Djurkovic, Stefan
Dimitrijevic and Suzana Vukoje, - were hired as field assistants to our project. They
interviewed 20 women, girls and transgender persons found in prostitution in Belgrade;
interviews that provided valuable information about the lives of people in this situation,
and information we would not have been able to collect without their competent as-
sistance. We also want to extend our gratitude to Slavica Stojkovic, Valbona Lenja and
Stella Rotaru from the IOM missions in Serbia, Albania and Moldova who went out
of their way in helping us organise the repeated fieldworks in these countries. Further,
we have had indispensable support through our team of highly competent translators;
Milena Markovic, Daniela Hasa, Aljona Thaci, Julian Hasa and Alina Legcobit Finally,
we would like to thank May-Len Skilbrei of the Fafo Institute and Stephen Warnath
of the NEXUS Institute for their on-going support for the project and their careful
review of and inputs into the study.

Anette Brunovskis and Rebecca Surtees

Fafo and NEXUS Institute
Oslo and Vienna, October 2007
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1 Project description

Introduction

Our primary task in this research was to explore why some victims of trafficking de-
cline assistance and under which circumstances. But, in the course of our fieldwork,
we found that our topic increasingly became as much about the very diverse circum-
stances trafficked women and girls face when they come into contact with assistance
systems both at home and abroad. The reasons women and girls decline assistance
also tells us a lot about the constraints and challenges faced by those who choose to
accept. We, therefore, hope that this report will contribute to the knowledge about
the conditions and needs of victims of trafficking in general, beyond the more narrow
focus of declining assistance.

Our wish to engage in research on this particular topic was borne from our obser-
vations of victims declining assistance during other research on trafficking in human
beings. While there is consensus that many victims are never offered assistance and
that trafficking for sexual exploitation is in all likelihood widely underreported, we
have repeatedly over the years also found that some of the women and girls who were
actually offered assistance chose to forego the help that was available to them. We re-
alised that neither we, nor seemingly anyone else, had systematised knowledge about
the reasons behind these decisions, what happened to these women after and asa result
of declining, and what paths their lives took after dropping out of contact with the
identification and assistance system. Our starting point for the study was that if women
and girls declined assistance because they did not need it, then this was fine and they
should obviously be left alone. However, if in fact they declined assistance for other
reasons - i.e. they were not able to partake of assistance due to circumstances in their
lives or because of the way services are organised - and would benefit from some form
of help, then the issue needs to be better understood and addressed.

Our aim was not to evaluate the efforts and competence of any particular organisa-
tions or individuals who work in this challenging field, but rather, as part of exploring
why victims decline, to describe the challenges both service providers and trafficked
women and girls face in their post-trafficking lives, including the interplay between

15



them. Our intention is that this report should contribute to a fruitful discussion of
how assistance for trafficking victims is organised and, hopefully, provide some ideas
for what could be done to increasingly meet the needs of the diverse population who
fall within the category of trafficking victim.

As mentioned, our very specific starting point for this study was to understand why
and under which circumstances victims decline assistance. We also addressed a number
of sub-themes in order to illuminate the main issue. For victims who declined services,
we wished to determine if the woman was in need of any assistance (e.g. economic, legal,
medical, etc.); if the needed assistance is/was available in the country of destination or
upon return home; and if the woman was offered assistance or was aware that these
services were available. One of the issues we focus on is whether the information flow
about assistance options is sufficient for trafficking victims to make an informed choice
in their post-trafficking lives. Previous studies have also indicated that a limited flow
of information between shelters and assistance programmes in countries of destination
and countries of origin, reduces the victims’ ability to make informed decisions con-
cerning services available to them (Bjerkan & Dyrlid 2005, Surtees 2005). This often
implies that what could be a continuum between the different assistance programmes
often ends up as distinct, sometimes repeated, stages in the assistance process, making
the victim perceive the offered assistance as ill-suited and unresponsive to her needs.
We aimed to explore the suitability of the services offered and whether some of the
reasons for victims declining assistance could be found in whether or not services met
the needs of victims.

Another central topic was whether assistance services are currently tailored to the
perceived needs of a certain type of victim, while others do not find the services well
suited to their needs. This may be based on the actual situation or misconceptions and
lack of information on the victim’s side. Another critical factor in a victim’s decision-
making process may be how and when in the post-trafficking stage that assistance is
offered as well as by whom.

The structure of the report

The present report consists of four main parts; each documenting different aspects of
the research. This part, part I, gives the reader the background of our study, including
descriptions of the research themes and questions, existing knowledge on the topic,
methodological issues and our understanding of central terms, as well as a presentation
of the anti-trafficking assistance available in the three countries where our fieldwork
took place; Albania, Moldova and Serbia. Parts II, IIT and IV present the findings of
our research. As we started to document the reasons victims declined assistance, we
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chose to divide them into three main categories, reflected here in the separate parts of
our report. Part II presents reasons for declining related to the individual’s personal
circumstances at the time of decision-making. Part III deals with reasons for declining
that can be seen as a consequence of factors in the assistance system itself, while part
IV discusses the perhaps more elusive reasons for declining found in the social context
and issues related to personal experience. As our fieldwork progressed we increasingly
found that victims spoke about assistance not only in terms of practical implications
and difficulties, but also in terms of how it affected their view of themselves. This in
and of itself is not surprising, as psychological guidance and personal development is
one of the goals of most service providers. However, we found that the issues of social
belonging and identity were very complex and, in some instances, became an obstacle
to accepting assistance. Finally, in our conclusion we present our thoughts on what
could potentially be improved in order to ensure that victims of trafficking can access
the assistance they need and want.

Existing knowledge about victims
who decline assistance

While there is a substantial body of literature on trafficking in women and girls for
sexual exploitation, there has been relatively little discussion of victims who decline
assistance. The issue has, however, been noted by other authors in connection with
studies and evaluations of various programmes in the region.

Barbara Limanowska’s reports on trafficking in South-Eastern Europe (Limanowska
2002, 2003, 2004) make mention of a trend in some countries of the region whereby
some women who the police believe to be trafficking victims decline assistance and
instead say that they are voluntarily working as prostitutes, waitresses or entertainers
(Limanowska 2004: 50). For example, up until October 2001 in Kosovo, 180 women
who had been brought to IOM’s attention as possible trafficking victims declined
the assistance offered to them, while 250 accepted assistance. A few possible reasons
for declining are outlined; assistance means the women have to return to their home
country without money; they are under threats from pimps, they fail to understand the
situation and assistance being offered; they do not trust the police; and/or do not want
to return to their country of origin (Limanowska 2002: 98). She also notes that women
from SEE identified in Western Europe often refuse any assistance at home because
they are afraid to be recognised as trafficking victims (Limanowska 2003: 21).

Other reports from the region, for instance the Regional Clearing Point (RCP)
Programme’s reports of victims of trafficking and victim assistance in SEE, note victims
decliningassistance. The RCP’s first annual report noted cases of declining assistance
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in Albania where 40 of 177 suspected foreign trafficking victims declined assistance
in 2000 and 13 of 77 declined in 2001. Similarly, in Bulgaria it was noted in 2002
that 10% of victims declined all further assistance following their return home and
only 33% accepted the full range of services offered. And, in Kosovo, 40% of the 621
foreign trafficking victims identified between January 2000 and May 2003 declined
assistance (Hunzinger & Sumner Coffey 2003: 34, 64, 133-140). The RCP’s second
annual report documented patterns of declining assistance as one of its indicators
in each of the ten countries. In some countries, like Albania, Moldova and Romania,
information on national victims declining assistance was largely anecdotal. However,
in other countries, clear patterns of victims declining assistance emerged. In Bosnia-
Herzegovina (BiH), the IFS Safe House in Doboj estimated that approximately 20
foreign and national victims declined assistance in 2003 and 2004 and, from 2000 to
2004, 160 women (both foreign and national) declined IOM assistance. Similarly, in
Kosovo, between 2000 and 2003, IOM screened 671 victims and assisted 410. Of the
261 who were not assisted, some were not trafficking victims, while others declined
the assistance offered, which was contingent upon return to their home country. In
2003 and 2004, 15 and six victims respectively screened by IOM declined assistance.
In Bulgaria, four national victims of sex trafficking in 2003 and four in 2004 accepted
only IOM return assistance, choosing to return to their families immediately and de-
clining referrals for reintegration. And, in Serbia in 2003, six foreign victims declined
assistance, preferring to return home independently. In 2004, two foreign victims
trafficked for sexual exploitation declined assistance (Surtees 2005).

The RCP’s second annual report notes that declining assistance has many explana-
tions which differ according to country and whether one is a national or foreign victim.
Asimportantly, the report notes that the decision is often contextual as the legal frame-
work of the assistance structure impacts what assistance and alternatives are available.
That is, in BiH and Kosovo when victims declined assistance, they often returned to
their work situations because authorities lacked the resources (detention centres and
financial means) to deport illegal migrants who instead were generally either deported
at the border, sent to the next canton or released to leave on their own. Those who
declined assistance often preferred to stay and earn some money so that they could be

“successful” migrants. Other reasons for declining assistance included, but were not
limited to, distrust of authorities and assistance providers; fear of criminal sanctions
and publicity; concern that representing themselves as trafticking victims would prevent
them from returning abroad for work in the future; and/or fear of social stigmatisation
related to the trafficking experience. Some also did not see themselves as victims, having
been paid for their work, albeit often less than what was promised. Still others declined
assistance because they did not feel that it was required. Having survived trafficking
and escaped, they felt equipped to return home independently. Yet others were afraid
to accept assistance because returning through an NGO or international organization
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was perceived as returning home with, and therefore collaborating with, the police and
they feared retaliation and reprisals from traffickers (Surtees 2005).

Similarly, a study on reintegration services noted that reasons why victims may
not seck out assistance included fear of stigmatisation; the offered assistance does
not correspond to their needs, either in the type of assistance or how and where it is
offered; fear of contact with the police if they seck out assistance; lack of informa-
tion about available assistance and support; shame of relating their “bad experience”;
restrictions within assistance (like closed shelters); and lack of trust in the assisting
organisation (ICCO 2005: 32). Other studies have also made mention of victims
declining assistance, although the issue and meaning of the trend is not explored in
detail (see AI 2004; Andreani & Raviv 2004; HRW 2002; Surtees 2006a; UNICEF
2004; UNICEF & STC 2004).

Importantly, this is not a phenomenon that is unique to south-eastern Europe;
Derks noted this issue in the Cambodian context. Among the reasons that some Cam-
bodian victims declined assistance were negative attitudes from service providers; that
the victims did not want to spend a lot of time learning new skills, being counselled or
staying in a shelter; and also that they wanted to reunite with their families as quickly
as possible. Assistance was also found to cause gossip and jealousy in the local com-
munity, as community members in some cases resented the special attention paid to
the trafficking victim, thus interfering with reintegration rather than facilitating it
(1998:15-16).

While the issue of declining assistance is relatively under explored in trafficking
studies, there is a body of literature from other fields — like abuse and violence - which
considers the decision-making processes of “beneficiaries” and the meanings behind
these decisions. These studies cover very different groups and mechanisms and, thus,
illustrate some of the complexities involved in assistance provision for marginalized
groups. How such tensions and complexities are managed in these spheres may be
helpful in shedding light on assistance for trafficked persons. We will, however, limit
ourselves to mentioning a few studies that may be of relevance in understanding victims
of trafficking who decline assistance.

Some lessons might reasonably be drawn from assistance to victims of violence in
that models of care and many of the issues are not dissimilar to those faced by trafficked
persons. For example, domestic violence victims access shelters and assistance at differ-
ent stages of their lives and for different periods of time, in response to various factors.
It has been noted that in domestic violence assistance programmes there is a continual
tension between the position of victim as autonomous adults, role as resident/benefi-
ciary (often in communal living arrangement), dependency on programme resources
and readiness to face the impact of their trauma. Dealing with these complex tensions
does lead some beneficiaries to leave programmes (Blitz et al. 2003). Other domestic
violence victims struggle with the models of care available, sometimes accepting and
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sometimes rejecting them. Problems can centre around the arrangement of services; the
ideological basis of programmes; cultural and linguistic barriers; relationships between
staff and beneficiaries and so on (Arora 2004; Ferraro 1983; Fullbright 2004).

Similarly, other marginalized groups may also decline assistance or are declined
themselves. In an ECPAT study (2004) of minors working in prostitution in the
Netherlands', interviews about the experiences and needs of ten at-risk girls and girls
in prostitution found that most had experienced unsatisfactory contact with mental
healthcare organisations which led them to search for other care options. Joniak (2005)
considers the interactions and relationships between staft and beneficiaries in a drop
in centre for homeless youth where staff behaviours intended to reduce conflict, such
as withdrawal and silencing of the beneficiaries, in fact served to cause and heighten
tension and, arguably, inhibit the therapeutic impact of the centre. And Morinis (1982)
discusses the relationship between “skid row Indians” in Canada’s major cities and
mainstream actors, like law enforcement and health care workers, who are tasked with
assisting and protecting them. The relationship with the law-enforcement is ambigu-
ous, with the police seeming to see native Canadians as a people in need of discipline,
while native Canadians see the police as oppressors and abusers. A large percentage of
healthcare workers see communication as a major problem with native Canadians and
find them to be uncooperative in terms of their health and medical needs. Morinis
argues that this “deviant behaviour”, including the rejection of assistance by “skid row
Indians’, is not a psychological problem (as some psychologists have tried to argue) but
rather an act of defiance, an effort not to conform to the “white” (mainstream) way.
For Morinis, declining medical and police services is a manifestation of the “politics
of self”, a political protest at an individual level and an expression of a deviant but
important identity.

Methodological issues and data collection

The main source of information on decisions regarding accepting and declining as-
sistance must be victims of trafficking who have been in this situation and have made
their choices. We interviewed 39 victims of trafticking, in addition to 13 respondents
in street prostitution whose status with respect to trafficking could not be determined.
30 of the interviewed victims had accepted assistance at the time of the interview, but
several of them had at an earlier stage declined all or parts of assistance offered to them.
Seven of the interviewed victims were unidentified and had not been offered assistance,
while two victims had been identified but declined all assistance. The interviews var-

! Only available in Dutch.
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ied substantially in length; with some respondents the interview ended after 20 to 30
minutes, whereas in other cases we spent several hours with respondents. Most of the
interviews, however, lasted approximately 1 hour. Most respondents were interviewed
on their own, whereas others preferred to be interviewed together or in the presence
of a social worker or shelter staff. Seven respondents were interviewed a second time
on repeat field trips.

Another very important source of information was interviews with key respondents
such as government authorities or persons who work in assistance programmes. These
respondents were mostly social workers, psychologists, other medical personnel, lawyers
and representatives of the police. We interviewed 90 respondents in this category, 11
of whom were interviewed at least twice.

Field sites

Fieldwork was conducted in Serbia, Albania and Moldova between April and Novem-
ber 2006. In each country we conducted interviews in the capital, as well as in other
locations. In Serbia, we visited Belgrade, Pancevo and Kragujevac, while in Albania
we visited Gramsch, Vlora, Elbasan, and Puka in addition to Tirana. In Moldova we
travelled to Komrat, Tiraspol and two rural villages as well as Chisinau.

The field sites were chosen because we wanted to maximise the information we
could get by visiting countries that had both similarities and differences in assistance
provision and trafficking situation. Serbia has mainly been a country of transit and
destination, although this has begun to change of late, and more and more national
victims have been identified and assisted. Albania has a history of being a country of
transit and origin, while Moldova has primarily been a country of origin. However,
there have also been a few cases of women trafficked to Moldova, which shows how
countries may have many different trafficking scenarios to deal with.

Of interest to us were also the different situations of women in the three countries

— in terms of general roles and expectations of women and expectations as female mi-
grants. Just as we noted substantial differences between the three countries in terms
of women’s roles and opportunities, we also noted differences within countries. There
are clearly great differences between rural, northern Albania and the capital Tirana
with respect to what is accepted or indeed expected behaviour for young women.
There are also differences in terms of assistance systems, which are described more
comprehensively in appendix 1.

Each country was visited twice and each visit lasted approximately one week. This
allowed us to optimise data gathering, re-interview respondents on the second visit as
well as visit new respondents and new locations that we learned about during the first
visit. Initially, we assumed that interviewing victims a second time would give us an
increased chance of building trust and that we would probably receive more detailed
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information in the second interview. It was, therefore, somewhat surprising to us that
this was not necessarily the case. Victims of trafficking who were interviewed the sec-
ond time tended to give the same type of information as they did in the first interview.
While we often appreciated the opportunity to clarify some details and even minor
misunderstandings from the first interview, we generally found that a second interview
did not necessarily change or enrich the data we already had.

Recruitment of and information to respondents

We started the initial round of fieldwork by interviewing key informants in assistance
organisations and other actors involved in the anti-trafficking field. We selected these
respondents based on our knowledge of the anti-trafficking actors in the three differ-
ent countries and ensured that these respondents represented different approaches
and had a variety of working fields in order to learn from the range of perspectives
held by different actors and organisations. Trafficking victims were then recruited as
respondents through these organisations. We made a conscious choice not to attempt
to recruit respondents outside of these channels - for instance through social service
centres, community groups or other local actors - as such an approach involves the very
real risk of exposing individuals as trafficked to their community, which may result in
stigmatisation and other associated problems (see also the paragraph below on ethics
in trafficking research).

We provided information about the research project to potential respondents
through a one page description in local languages. We then repeated the information
verbally as an introduction to each interview, ensuring to the best of our ability that
the information was understood and accepted, by adjusting language and terms to
each individual. We set aside time towards the end of each interview for any questions
the respondent might have and also made sure that they were aware that we could be
contacted later if any concerns arose as a result of the interview or research. However,
we did in a few cases after interviews have the suspicion that the respondent had not
fully understood the purpose of our research or our roles as researchers. This is further
discussed in the chapter 7, which deals with communication between service providers
and trafficking victims.

There were substantial differences in the approaches of different organisations in
terms of their willingness to ask their beneficiaries whether they wanted to participate
in research, as well as in their willingness to speak openly about their work and experi-
ences of victims declining services. There was a more or less perfect correspondence
between the two in that organisations that were less transparent about their work were
also less willing to pass on information about the research project to their beneficiaries
and did effectively make the decision of non-participation for their beneficiaries rather
than ask and allow them to choose for themselves. There was also a tendency for some
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of the less cooperative organisations to have placed restrictions on their beneficiaries
in terms of closed shelters and controlled contact with people outside the organisa-
tions (discussed further in chapter 9). However, other organisations that arranged
their assistance in similar ways did refer respondents on to us, meaning that we were
not completely cut off from information from respondents with this type of assistance
experience. It is difficult to say whether our data would have been significantly different
had access to respondents been more evenly distributed among different organisations
and models of care. In the end, respondents were referred on to us by ten different
organisations in the three countries we visited and represented a wide variety of ex-
periences with assistance. Nevertheless, the unequal access to respondents depending
on which organisations assist them should be kept in mind in trafficking studies in
general and raises the issue of to what extent an organisation should reasonably be able
to control and determine the interaction of its beneficiaries with the outside world,
including participation in research.

Ethical research on a sensitive topic

Any research involving people who have been abused must be sensitive to the potential
anguish research can cause respondents. Trafficked women and girls have frequently
experienced trauma and to ask them to recount events in an interview may feel intrusive
and can also trigger memories and bring past events to life again. We have throughout
the research been acutely aware of this and attempted, to the best of our abilities, to
avoid causing further trauma for our respondents by following principles of ethical
interviewing as well as the ethical guidelines provided by WHO for interviewing
trafficking victims (WHO 2003).

Aside from causing trauma, it is imperative in research of this kind to avoid subject-
ing participants to the risk of exposure in local communities. As a consequence, we
have exclusively selected and approached respondents through a process of referral
from service providers. This ensured that potential respondents could be informed
by someone they knew before deciding to participate in our research. It also has the
added advantage that should any assistance needs surface during the interview; we
knew immediately where to refer the respondent. Similarly, when we wished to collect
information from street prostitutes, we decided to hire local research assistants based
within an assistance organisation.

On paying respondents

We are aware of the power divide that may exist between foreign researchers and traf-
ficking victims, which may influence if and how victims participate as respondents.
Bringing money into the equation as payment for respondents may further skew the
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relationship and we have taken a principal stance against paying respondents to partici-
pate in our research. It may be very difficult for an individual in a financially precarious
situation to decline to participate in research if he or she can make some money from it
and, as such, to pay respondents to share stories containing sensitive and/or traumatic
information may prejudice the informed and voluntary consent necessary for responsi-
ble and ethical research. Our position of not paying for interviews is also informed by
not wanting to contribute to create a situation where a history of suffering becomes a
commodity that can be sold, be it to researchers, journalists or others.

That being said, we feel that there are exceptions to this rule. We decided before
fieldwork started that we did not want any potential respondents to suffer financially
as a consequence of participating. This meant that we were prepared to compensate
people who had to take time off work or other income generating activity in order to
talk to us. In our view, this principle is also an important methodological issue. Failure
to compensate people who have to earn money could mean that this group is excluded
from research, causing biases in the selection of respondents. As it turned out, we were
able to schedule all interview appointments with victims of trafficking in such a way
that no one had to take time off work which involved loss of income, and consequently,
no payment or compensation was necessary. We did, however, cover travel costs for
respondents who had to travel to be interviewed.

Central definitions and use of terms

Trafficking in women, sexual exploitation and prostitution

We have based our understanding of human trafficking on the definition in the United
Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons* as it is the most
widely applied definition in use today and forms the basis for the legal definition of
trafficking in human beings in the countries where we conducted our fieldwork. In
the Protocol, trafficking is defined in article 3a as:

[...] 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.

% Also known as the Palermo protocol, this protocol is one of the three protocols which supplements
the UN Convention on Trans-national Organised Crime, adopted by the UN General Assembly on
November 15, 2000.
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Further, the protocol specifies in article 3¢ that if any of the means listed in article 3a
have been used, the consent of the person is of no relevance, and further, that if the
person is a child (i.e. under 18 years of age), exploitation, as described above, is traf-
ficking, regardless of whether any of the means have been used.

The protocol has been the subject of much debate, because of the inherent ambi-
guities in central terms, such as “position of vulnerability” and “exploitation”. These
terms were left unspecified to accommodate countries with very different positions
on prostitution, for instance Sweden where clients in prostitution are criminalized, to
countries where the prostitute risks prosecution, to the Netherlands, where prostitution
is considered sex work. The explanatory notes go some way in specifying vulnerability
as “not having a real and acceptable alternative but to submit to the abuse involved”
(Jordan 2002:7). Still, this does not necessarily bring us any closer to a demarcation of
what is trafficking and what is not, as the definition of “real and acceptable alternative”
will again be open to interpretation.

It has been argued that an understanding of what constitutes trafficking in women
and girls for sexual exploitation will, in the last instance, come down to what position
one holds on prostitution There are many positions in this discussion but one of the
more central disagreements is whether human trafticking should be defined only to in-
clude forcible recruitment for prostitution or whether it should include 2// recruitment
to prostitution (Derks 2000:7) If all prostitution is seen as exploitation or abuse (Farley
etal 1998:406), then everyone who in any way profits from prostitution will be guilty
of human trafficking. If, however, prostitution is defined as work, others argue that
trafficking should only include cases where coercion or deceit has been used (Doezema
2002). The most common /official understanding that is in use in the countries in this
study appears to be that trafficking in women and gitls or sexual exploitation includes
more than purely forced prostitution but, at the same time, not all prostitution is seen
as trafficking. However, where the line is drawn remains unclear.

It is neither our intention nor our mandate in this research to take a position in
this debate. We do, however, find it interesting to keep these discussions in mind when
exploring who is offered assistance, who accepts, and who declines. One issue we were
curious to investigate was whether people who were defined as trafficking victims by
police or service providers, but who did not see themselves in this way, might be less
inclined to accept assistance than people whose self-image corresponded with that
of the assistance system. On the other hand, we were also curious about whether dif-
ferent understandings of trafficking would lead to some victims, whose stories were
perhaps less obviously trafficking, not being offered assistance. We find the topic of
understandings of trafficking a central one, not least with respect to declining as-
sistance, and will return to the issue throughout the report, most notably perhaps in
chapter nine on different forms of stigma and chapter eleven on identification with

the trafficking role.
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Victim of trafficking

We often refer in this report to women and girls who have been trafficked as victims

of trafficking. There is a body of literature criticising the use of the term “victim” for
people who have been subjected to violence or abuse, referring in particular to women

who have been abused by husbands or partners. This literature argues that the term

ascribes a passive role to someone who has in fact come through a trying experience,
and thereby undermines her agency. While we sympathise with that sentiment, we feel

that the alternative term “trafficking survivor” is insufficient in many cases. Several

of the trafficked women we have interviewed in the past decade have technically sur-
vived trafficking in the sense that they are still alive, but to call them survivors would,
in our view, mask the realities they have faced in the past and often continue to face,
and that their lives have often been irreparably altered. Further, from a human rights

framework, the term “victim” is important as it designates the violation experienced and

the necessity for responsibility and redress. As such, in our framing, “victim” denotes

someone who has been the victim of a crime and does not refer to the person’s agency
or any other characteristics.

Assistance

In this project we have limited our understanding of assistance to the formalised anti-
trafficking assistance systems in the region. These are generally run by national and

international NGOs and IOs and most of them participate in some sort of network
with other organisations or state bodies. We are aware that assistance can mean many
things and informal assistance through personal contacts or networks may be a very
substantial part of the assistance that trafficking victims receive. These networks, how-
ever, vary substantially from person to person and in this research we wanted to focus

on assistance that was, at least in principle, open to anyone. Also, we found it relevant

to determine whether women who declined assistance did so because they had other
alternatives and whether those who accepted had few other options.

Service providers

Organizations and individuals that provide one or more of the range of services and as-
sistance provided to trafficking victims. These may include social workers, psychologists,
shelter staff, medical personnel or legal professionals from NGOs, IOs and GOs.

Accepting and declining assistance

The terms of accepting and declining assistance are at the very core of this study. We
found that these seemingly clear terms were both ambiguous and complex and, there-
fore, dedicate the next chapter to a discussion of how we understand the terms for the
purpose of this study.
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2 The continuum of accepting and
declining assistance

When we started the study we mapped out what, for us, were some very clear categories
of “accepting” and “declining” assistance that we had documented in our previous work.
We were aware that the issue of declining was more nuanced than is often presented

— that very few victims either wholeheartedly accept assistance or unequivocally decline.
So we sought to capture this complexity in our categories.

“Accepting assistance” refers to trafficked persons who had voluntarily received
some form of service as a result of their trafficking experience. Services may have been
offered in the country of destination, transit and/or origin and may have included one
or more of the following: accommodation; document processing or travel assistance;
transportation; medical or psychological assistance; legal assistance; education or skills
training; humanitarian support; financial assistance; job placement; or other forms of
reintegration support. To accept assistance did not only imply accepting all assistance
offered at the various stages but also refers to the selection of services that met the
victim’s needs. For example, a victim may choose to receive a reintegration grant and
vocational training but not to stay in a residential programme because her family was
able and willing to support her and she wanted to return home to live. A victim may
also accept initial crisis intervention post-trafficking (i.c. shelter, medical care, counsel-
ling) but then may not require or accept intensive follow-up assistance.

“Decliningassistance” refers to any situation when a victim who has been offered, or
knew that she was entitled to any of the above listed services, chooses to decline these
services. Some victims may decline assistance entirely, choosing to be classified as an
illegal migrant or a prostitute rather than as a victim of trafficking. A victim may also
partially decline assistance — for example, accept assistance for document processing
or travel but decline assistance upon return to the country of origin. Dropping out of
a programme, in some cases, may also be seen as a variant of declining, when the indi-
vidual feels that her needs are not being met through the provision of available services
or is not comfortable with the assistance framework. Similarly, being excluded from a
programme might, in some circumstances, also constitute an expression of declining.
Or a victim may initially decline assistance and then accept services at a later point.
Someone who is not identified as a victim of trafficking but who knows about the as-
sistance and does not access it is also, arguably, a category of “declinee”

27



While helpful conceptual frameworks, we quickly learned in the course of our field-
work that this framing was not sufficient. Our interviews with trafficked women and
girls in Serbia, Albania and Moldova revealed that victims’ decisions about accepting
and declining assistance were more complicated still. It is generally not an “either/or”
decision, with victims often selecting and declining services from the various options
available in the country of destination, transit or origin, over a period of weeks, months
and even years.

In reality there are gradations in terms of assistance being either accepted or rejected.
Few victims could easily be categorised as “acceptees” and “declinees”. More commonly,
decisions about accepting or declining were influenced by time, situation and the level
of involvement required. Victims made different decisions at different stages of their
post-trafficking life, as their individual situation evolved and in response to the level
of commitment required by the different forms of assistance. This suggests a far more
complex decision-making process than is often presented. As such, when talking about

“declining assistance” it is more appropriate to speak about a continuum of decisions
along which most victims move and about the complexity surrounding the decision-
making process, the services offered and each victim’s personal interests and needs.

Decisions as time-bound

Victims’ decisions did shift and adjust over time — both between the time abroad and
upon return and also over the course of the reintegration period. One minor victim
trafficked to the EU received temporary shelter and basic assistance prior to her re-
turn home. However, upon her return, she and her family were adamantly opposed to
receiving any assistance in spite of their poor economic situation. Over the course of
a year this changed and the family approached service providers for different forms
of assistance and support. When we met her, some months following her return, she
and her family were starting to think beyond basic needs and more about longer term
responses like employment. Similarly, one service provider explained the case of a
woman who had declined assistance initially when she returned: “and now she called
the other day to ask for assistance in learning English. She didn’t get primary school
and she has now gone back to school and she is asking for money to get lessons because
for primary school you need to know English and she needs a tutor”.

Giving people time to process the assistance offered seemed also to be an important
variable. As a representative of a social assistance organisation in Moldova explained,

We do not make them follow us immediately. We don’t tell them “get into the car
and we are going to the centre”. We just explain that and we give them time. Usu-
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ally they are met by someone at the airport. We give them our business cards, our
contact numbers and say that if you just decide and make up your mind, just call us.
There are some who call us and some who come to us and some who just disappear,
who do not contact us at all.?

Time-bound decisions appear to be linked, at least in part, to issues of trust, a subject
discussed in more detail in chapter 10. That is, not only do their needs change over
time but so does their ability or willingness to trust the individuals and institutions
offering assistance. Many victims described how trust was a major issue for them for
some time after trafticking, even after clear demonstrations that assisting individuals
and organisations could be trusted.

Decisions as situation specific

A victim’s current situation was also a factor in what decisions were made about ac-
cepting and declining. Victims often return home to conditions even worse than those

faced before being trafficked, with all of their pre-trafficking problems amplified by
their negative experience abroad. Where debt has been incurred or their prostitution

is known to family or community, this amplification can be particularly acute. As such,
those who decline assistance and return home immediately often face a changed situa-
tion (or learn that they themselves have changed). Many of these individuals who have

initially declined may return at a later stage for (some form of ) assistance. One service

provider in Moldova explained how decisions can change over time and in response

to the situation of individual victims:

We face people when they accept repatriation through AVR [assisted voluntary
return] programme, some are very much fixed in their view that they want only
airport assistance and further down they think they can manage themselves. And,
among those, because we still try to tell them about the programme, there are some
within this category that can still come and address us for help after some time. I
think they still need some adaptation, because being away from home, they don’t
know about the environment or how their family is doing and things.

For some women, different forms of assistance may be consumed at different stages,
based on their individual situation and needs at that time and in response to specific

3This trend was also noted in other countries in SEE. In Croatia, some national victims who initially
declined assistance requested help at a later stage. Some were out of touch with service providers for up to
ayear before they requested some form of support. Sometimes victims accessed assistance independently,
while others were encouraged to do so by their family or friends (Surtees 2005: 15).
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developments in their personal lives. Some women may request assistance only in a time
of crisis or in response to a specific need. As one victim from Moldova explained,

At work I often listened to the radio and some times I listened to the one station
and there they always had the ad for the hotline, “you are not goods”. I thought it
was a lie like everything that surrounded me. I listened to the ads for two days, and
then thought, “well, what if I called?” I called, and [the social worker] answered.
Her voice was so mild, so soft, and I melted too. Such a voice could not hurt me
more than I had already been. She told me the address and that she could help me,
that I could get medical assistance. I did not believe a word she said. I called them
in the spring and for about two months I did not call them again. I thought all
they said was a lie.

When she finally did call back to the hotline, it was a moment of crisis when she was
without even the most basic food products. She explained to us that had it not been
for her daughter and her need to feed and take care of her, it is unlikely she would
have ever called again.

When asked about victims who had initially accepted services but then subsequently
dropped out of the programme, one social worker in Moldova noted how, in her experi-
ence, decisions were generally tied to their often changeable situation:

I don’t think she will drop the programme for good, that she will come back, even
maybe not now, but maybe she will have a crisis. Because what we tell women that
they can stop the assistance at any time. But if they want to come back later, even
after two years, they can.

Decisions may also change as victims pass through different stages of reintegration
and their lives change accordingly. For example, in terms of the legal process, victims
may initially be willing to participate as witnesses but later on may wish to withdraw
from the process. This is not only because of the process itself (which can be difficult
and stressful) but also because victims want to move on with their lives. The case of
one victim we met illustrates how life circumstances change and how this, in turn, ef-
fects their post-trafficking experiences, including contact with anti-trafficking actors.
The woman had given a statement immediately after her trafficking experience and
been willing to testify. However, in the time that it took for the investigation to take
place, charges to be laid and the trial to commence, a lot had changed for her and she
was no longer happy to be involved in these legal proceedings. She was living with her
family, had a new relationship (marriage) and she did not want this legal process to

disrupt this.
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Decisions informed by commitment and requirements

Another consideration that underpins decisions on accepting or declining assistance
is linked to what level of commitment and investment is expected from victims. Some
victims may be willing to accept short-term emergency interventions, while longer term
assistance requires too high alevel of investment, engagement and trust. As one social
worker noted in general about beneficiaries, “Many of the girls call just for money, no
other type of assistance. We have a case of a girl who is married. She was in the shelter
for a short time in 2005. Her husband is working with monthly pay and she called to
ask for money for food”.

Victims may find that assistance in the destination country impinges on their free-
dom in significant ways, experiences that may disincline them to accept assistance in
their country of origin. That is, where foreign victims are obliged to stay in shelters prior
to their return, they may experience assistance as intrusive and not responsive to their
needs. This may be particularly the case for women who are held in closed facilities
and whose freedom is curtailed and who, as a result, have less than positive assistance
experiences. One service provider explained how this manifests in the Serbian context
and informs foreign victim’s acceptance of assistance following their return home:

When it comes to foreign victims, it is because they have no documents and they
have to stay at the shelter while documents are processed. But they often will
refuse all other help. And some are very angry because they have to stay even for
a day. Some foreign victims will accept some psychological assistance and also be
examined by the doctor but when they are offered reintegration assistance in their
home country, they will refuse.

In origin countries there are also cases where victims are not comfortable with the level
of commitment and investment required of them. One social worker explained how
she saw this category of beneficiaries:

Some dropouts started already with crisis intervention and further reintegration
but then it comes that they assume responsibility as well, that it is not only us giving
assistance, that it is essential that they participate as well, that they are committed
and attend courses or do things as well. I would say that there are some people,
when it comes to them showing responsibility, they say that they are fine with what
they already received. We still remain open to them. But I would say that there
are cases that are completely demanding of us and ignoring their side. It is usually
those that refused.

These feelings may be particularly acute in the context of shelter-based programmes.
One victim, when offered the option of a shelter, reacted negatively. Said her social
worker, “When we offered her a place in the shelter, she said: ‘what shelter? I want to
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work’”. This minor had been trafficked to a neighbouring country for prostitution and
described “good conditions” in the nightclub where she worked because she was allowed
to decide whether or not to go with a client, if she wanted to work and she was able to
go home for a vacation. The social worker explained her reaction to assistance,

It was hard for her to go home because of the conditions but she also didn’t want
to go to the shelter because of the conditions of it being closed and we had to put
her in a closed type shelter because we did not know if she would contact her traf-
ficker if she were free to go... She has a low tolerance for frustration so she can’t
handle a closed shelter.

Despite the shelter’s concerns, this young woman perceived that she was being required
to accept more restrictions and limitations in choosing to receive assistance than had
been imposed by her traffickers.

Comments from two young women illustrate how some victims seem to grapple with
the expectations and requirements that assistance can involve. One woman explained
that assistance created obligations, “If someone sponsors my studies, I must also do
something — I can’t just sit around”. For her this assistance also involved an additional
obligation for her to assist others: “I was helped, so I must help someone else”. Her
friend, also a victim of trafficking, expressed similar sentiments; “I think I should do
something so the assistance is not in vain”. That assistance seemingly creates, in some
people, a pressure to act or feelings of obligation, which may be a reason why some
victims feel they are not able to be involved in assistance. One’s participation becomes a
demand and a requirement that perhaps the individual is not able or willing to respond
to at that moment.

The intrusiveness of assistance may also play a role in accepting or declining. Assist-
ance by its very nature is intrusive and, for some victims, this is very difficult to handle.
One victim we spoke to explained the peculiarity of this dependence on people, “So
no one limits my independence [in the programme], but the situation is certainly dif-
ferent if you are on your own. Maybe I wasn’t used to that, it was something unusual”

Read in light of the above issues, it becomes clear that decisions related to accepting
and declining assistance are multilayered and fluid. There are different reasons that
come into play in the decision-making process and these reasons may change at differ-
ent stages of the post trafficking experience and in response to the victim’s individual
situation. It is precisely this complexity that we seck to disentangle in this study and in
the next chapters we will describe and discuss factors that cause victims of trafficking
to decline assistance.
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3 Assistance to trafficking victims:
What is available?

There are many different ways that victims exit trafficking, are identified and come into
contact with the anti-trafficking framework, including assistance options. How victims
are identified has a direct and immediate impact on their knowledge of assistance and
often, by implication, their willingness or opportunity to access and accept this assist-
ance. In SEE, most assisted victims are initially identified by law enforcement.

That being said, in each country of the SEE region and the destinations where
victims were trafficked, identification and intervention by law enforcement differs.
Some victims may be identified at the border by border police, others through raids
and still others when victims themselves seek out the assistance of police. How victims
were received by different law enforcement actors in various countries was often sub-
stantially different. One victim we met was arrested and detained for many weeks and
it took much time and effort for her to convince the police involved that she was, in
fact, a victim of trafficking. By contrast, we met other victims who were immediately
recognised by law enforcement personnel as at-risk of trafficking or having been traf-
ficked and treated both sensitively and appropriately.

Beyond law enforcement interventions, victims assisted in SEE were identified and
referred by NGOs and IOs. These actors include Centres for Social Work and national
help lines for victims of violence and trafficking. In addition, a number of victims were
self-referred or referred by family, friends or private citizens. Clients also account for
a portion of those who identify and assist victims. In the present, victims are being
identified by a more diverse pool of counter-trafficking actors which, arguably, signals
an increased awareness of trafficking among professionals and the general public, as
well as increased visibility of services (Surtees 2005).

Consequently, there are many different ways of being offered assistance. Our
respondents came into contact with assistance systems in many different ways and re-
ceived information in very different manners and from a range of actors. Contact with
assistance systems is, to a large extent, contingent upon the local systems of referral, as
well as the mechanisms most commonly found within each local context.
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Among the 32 identified trafficking victims that we interviewed* who had been in
contact with assistance providers, there were five main ways they had exited their
trafficking situation:

o Eight women had been arrested and deported by police from the country to which
they had been trafficked. Six of these women were identified as trafficking victims
upon return by local police and referred for assistance; two women self-identified
to an assistance organisation after they had been deported, one after hearinga radio
programme about the shelter.

o Four were arrested for prostitution or violation of immigration laws and later identi-
fied as victims while still under arrest.

e Seven women escaped from their traffickers; three of them with the help of a client,
one with the help of her mother. Those who were helped by clients did not go to
the police but self-identified at a later stage to service providers; in one case several
years after the trafficking had taken place. These women did not know about the
assistance options until informed about them by friends or acquaintances. The
three women who escaped on their own all went to the police and were referred
on for assistance.

¢ Sixwomen were identified immediately by police as trafficking victims; four of them
following targeted police raids against their traffickers; two at border controls. All
of these women were directly referred on for assistance.

e Two women were released by their traffickers. One went directly to the police and
was referred for assistance, the other self-identified later.

While the above is by no means a representative sample of all trafficking victims, it
is striking that when women and gitls are arrested for legal violations, particularly of
immigration and prostitution laws, there is wide variation in whether they are referred
on for assistance or not. We have also observed that some women tried to tell their
stories to police when arrested but were not believed, while others did not want to tell
the police, often out of fear, and preferred arrest and/or deportation. When women
escaped, it seems that they were more likely to go to the police if they have escaped on
their own, and less likely to do so if a client has helped them.

Women who self-identify often do so quite a long time after they have been traf-
ficked. Many expressed surprise that such assistance was available and also considerable
distrust of this assistance. Further, many said that they had never seen advertisements,
television spots or radio spots, at home or abroad. In many cases, women came across

*In total, we interviewed 39 victims of trafficking, seven of whom were unidentified by anti-trafficking
actors, and an additional 13 women in prostitution who may have also been trafficked.
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the information by chance. This may indicate that there are many more trafficked
persons who do not come across such information and never know about options for
assistance.

The many different ways that trafficking victims first hear about services raises a
number of issues with regard to the initial phase of assistance, especially concerning
who offers assistance and who presents information based upon which victims decide
about accepting (or declining) assistance. It is also the issue of whether the person who
initially informs victims about assistance options has enough information about what
assistance alternatives are available’.

Some of the issues surrounding declining assistance in SEE are linked to the specific
legal framework of the country. To decline assistance in some countries in SEE is to
decline the status of a victim of trafficking, which means the individual is categorised
asan irregular migrant and, therefore, faces some form of punishment (a fine or period
in detention) and subsequent deportation. Alternatively, some suspected victims who
have declined assistance have returned “voluntarily” at their own expense. However, in
BiH and Kosovo, where deportations have not been fully functional, refusing assistance
may be read directly as a decision to stay and work (albeit in exploitative conditions)
rather than return to what are also often poor conditions. With victims of trafficking
in Kosovo and BiH reportedly receiving better living and working conditions as well
as receiving some payment, they might be less inclined to leave their “work™ and accept
assistance (Surtees 2005). However, in the three countries considered in this study,
there is no option to stay after decliningassistance. Therefore acceptingand declining
assistance has more social, economic and personal explanations.

Models of assistance in Albania, Moldova and Serbia

There are myriad components to the assistance and protection offered to trafficked
persons in Albania, Serbia and Moldova. These range from basic needs (like accom-

5 The mechanisms described here do not necessarily represent the full picture, nor are they necessarily
representative of the situation in other countries. For instance, it has been reported that trafficked women
and girls in Ukraine self-identify to a much larger extent than in other countries, generally after having
seen advertisements for services or becoming aware of services through media campaigns. Profiles of vic-
tims may also substantially differ. Ukraine reports a significant number of women with higher education
among assisted victims, while Moldova has a noteworthy percentage of people with mental disabilities
among beneficiaries. It is difficult to say whether this reflects an actual difference in who is trafficked in
the different countries, whether this is due to differences in the assistance system or referral mechanisms
or because of the culture of seeking/accepting assistance in different countries. One of the challenges in
trafficking research today is the bias in data when victims are difficult to access and are only approached
through assistance systems.
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modation, food, clothing, document processing and emergency medical care) to more
comprehensive and long-term assistance (like psychological support, legal assistance,
longer term medical care, vocational training, job placement, housing assistance and
family mediation). Similarly, the forms of assistance differ according to whether a
country is one of transit and destination, where assistance is generally short-term
and oriented toward emergency support and assisted return, to a country of origin
where assistance is longer term and ranges from security and family assessments to
a comprehensive package of services to support the victim’s long term recovery and
socio-economic reintegration. Not all components of this assistance continuum are
equally well developed or implemented and each country has a distinct framework in
which it offers assistance to trafticked persons.

In Moldova and Albania, reintegration assistance for national victims is the central
orientation of available services, although there is also short-term assistance (includ-
ing shelter) available to the small number of victims trafficked through and to these
countries. By contrast, in Serbia, which has traditionally been a country of transit and
destination, services, until recently, have focused on short-term assistance to and return
of foreign victims. With the increased identification of Serbian victims, assistance has
been expanded to include reintegration services.® In all three countries most of the
assistance is tailored to adult female victims of sex trafficking and is, at least initially,
shelter based.

Victims trafficked internationally return home either independently, through as-
sisted return programmes for trafticked persons or are deported. Cross border referral
mechanisms for trafficked persons are not fully developed in the region or sufficiently
operational to smooth the return of trafficking victims to their countries of origin. This
impedes the ability of service providers in destination and transit countries to inform
victims about the assistance and reintegration options available upon return and to
implement appropriate case planning. It also means that victims are not always fully
or accurately informed about what awaits them during and following return. Because
service providers in countries of origin are often referred victims about whom they
have only limited information, victims often endure extensive re-interviewing and are
assured little continuity of care. Victims tend also to be returned and assisted within
the framework of one organisation and its network rather than being offered the full
range of services available in a country (Bjerkan 2005; Surtees 2005, 2006a).

Services are primarily managed by NGOs or international organisations and funded
by foreign donors. Government involvement in service provision for trafficked persons
has improved but the capacity of most government departments remains quite low.

¢For detailed country-specific information about assistance in SEE, please see Bjerkan 2005; Hunzinger
& Sumner Coffey 2003; Limanowska 2002, 2003 and 2004; Reiter 2005; Rosenberg 2006; Surtees 2005,
2006a, 2006b.
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In addition, social services in many countries do not take a proactive role in social
work, with outreach not a traditional component of social services. In some countries,
social work is primarily comprised of the distribution of financial assistance. In other
countries, lack of training and inadequate resources for outreach services are significant
impediments to an effective and proactive social welfare system. Institutions providing
services to trafticking victims are often specialised in trafficking rather than in social
protection issues more generally. Few service providers assist other socially vulnerable
groups — like victims of violence — in spite of the inter-related protection needs and
many commonalities in service and methodology.

Albania
Albania is primarily a country of origin, with victims trafficked for sexual exploitation,
labour, begging and delinquency. In Albania, there are three distinct identification and
referral procedures for trafficking victims — one for Albanians trafficked for sexual
exploitation, another for Albanian minors trafficked for labour, begging and delin-
quency’ and a third for foreign nationals trafficked to or through Albania. While the
Government of Albania initiated the development of a national referral mechanism
together with various counter-trafficking actors to harmonize the identification and
referral process for all victims of trafficking, it is not yet fully operational. The Gov-
ernment of Albania recently established the National Responsible Authority — an
inter-ministerial body comprised of the Ministry of the Interior, Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunity — to coordinate
and oversee this process.®

While the assistance frameworks have not been fully rationalised, reintegration
services for Albanian victims of sexual exploitation (the target group of our study) are
coordinated, with programmes referring amongst one another as needed. Assistance
is focused mainly within reintegration shelters and centres in select cities around the

7The study does not consider trafficked minors or the assistance framework within which most traf-
ficked minors are assisted. Services for trafficked minors are primarily offered within the framework of
Terre des homes TACT project and the BKTF coalition which include a wide range of partner NGOs.
A central aspect within this assistance was the signing in February 2006 of a bilateral agreement between
the Greek and Albanian governments for the repatriation of trafficked and unaccompanied Albanian
children from Greece.

# Anti-trafficking efforts are coordinated by the State Committee to fight against Trafficking in Human
Beings, which is chaired by the Ministry of the Interior. The National Coordinator for Anti-traffick-
ing, the Deputy Minister of the Interior, supervises the Anti-Trafficking Unit which is responsible for
coordinating with key institutions on anti-trafficking, collecting information and data on trafficking in
persons and monitoring the implementation of the National Strategy to Combat Human Traffickingand
the National Strategy to Combat Child Trafficking, which outline the anti-trafficking policy framework
for the country.
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country (Vlora, Tirana, Elbasan, and Gramsch), although non-residential services and

assistance are increasingly being explored. Services offered in residential care facilities

include medical care, psychological counselling, legal assistance, educational reinsertion,
vocational training, financial assistance, family mediation, housing support and job

placement. The implementation, capacity and extent of these services vary from or-
ganisation to organisation. In addition, there are mechanisms for short-term assistance

to Albanian victims within the government run National Reception Centre as well as

the transit centre in Gjirokastra for victims returned from Greece. Other organisations

provide non-residential services, including legal assistance, medical assistance and social

work. Recently, a national help line was implemented to assist in the identification and

referral of trafficking victims and operationalised nation-wide.

Through recently established regional committees (operating in twelve regions),
the intention is to provide local level assistance to victims within their own com-
munities and