Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,


WELCOME!


My name is Ana Lita, founding director of the ABC and the moderator of our discussion on “Human Trafficking, Exploitation and Abuse of Sex workers.” On behalf of our Center, I welcome you to our provocative and timely panel discussion.


I would like to welcome and thank our distinguished speakers for graciously agreeing to address this challenging issue this evening: Charlotte Bunch, Founding Director and Senior Scholar at the Center for Women's Global Leadership at Rutgers University; Frances Kissling, Visiting Scholar, Center for Bioethics, University of Pennsylvania; Rachel Resnick, M.F.A., Author, Founder and CEO of Writers On Fire; Adele M. Stan, Journalist and Washington bureau chief of AlterNet, and our commentator, Michelle Chen, journalist and blogger for In These Times and a CUNY doctoral candidate.


First, I would like to note, for those who not yet familiar with the UN Commission on the Status of Women, that our discussion is organized under the auspices of the 55th Session of the Commission. The CSW was established in 1946 by the Economic and Social Council as the primary global policy-making body at the United Nations devoted entirely to progress for women. In partnership with other NGOs on this occasion, our evening is the 5th such event organized by the Bioethics Center.


Next, I think it helpful to briefly sketch the background of our gathering today.


One of the most pressing global issues being debated at the UN, including the current CSW session, is the worldwide phenomenon of human trafficking. As we know, this activity may take different forms, fulfill various purposes aside from sex, and encompasses men, women as well as children. Earlier discussions about trafficking, in the 19th and 20th centuries, have been intimately tied to the sex trade: specifically, to women and girls being sold into prostitution. This phenomenon of abducting women, children and men into sexual slavery has always been a gross abuse of human rights, although it has not always been recognized for the enormous abuse it is.


Negotiations leading up to the UN 2000 Palermo Protocol on human trafficking unveiled the first international definition of trafficking in persons. The Protocol was the first global, legally binding instrument with an agreed-upon definition on human trafficking. The intention was to facilitate convergence in international cooperation in investigating and prosecuting such practices. An additional objective, no less urgent, was to protect and assist the victims of such trafficking, with breakthrough respect for their human rights. In many cases, such victims had never before been accorded the recognition their circumstances demanded.


The Trafficking Protocol defines human trafficking as: “The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or intimidation--or other forms of coercion, abduction, fraud, deception, or the abuse of power--of a position of vulnerability, or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to wrest consent, thereby securing control over another person for purposes of exploitation. This shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the forced prostitution of others, or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labor or unspecified services, slavery, or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs. A corollary is that any ‘consent’ of a trafficked victim to intended exploitation set forth [above] shall be irrelevant where any of the means set forth [above] have been employed.[3]”


At the same time, the U.S. Congress defined and classified human trafficking into two categories: sex trafficking and labor trafficking. "Sex trafficking involves the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for the purpose of a commercial sex act in which a commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud, or coercion, or in which the person forced to perform such an act is younger than age 18.  A commercial sex act means any sex act on account of which anything of value is given to or received by any person.  Types of sex trafficking include prostitution, pornography, stripping, live-sex shows, mail-order brides, military prostitution, and sex tourism" (in "Human Trafficking Into and Within the United States: A Review of the Literature" by Heather J. Clawson, Nicole Dutch, Amy Solomon, and Lisa Goldblatt Grace, August 2009)


Contrary to a common misperception, prostitution is not addressed by all countries’ domestic laws. As a result, a better, more comprehensive universal framework to address human trafficking has been under continual development and debate, even after the adoption of the Palermo Protocol.


We witness two distinct viewpoints of the trafficking debate:


On one side of the debate we have the “abolitionists,” some of them feminists who view “voluntary” prostitution or sex work as “slave trade.” Slavery means here the procurement of sex by force, deceit or drugs, against the person’s will. For instance, organizations such as the Coalition Against Trafficking in Women (CATW) maintain that prostitution includes a kaleidoscopic menu of recruitment and transportation for purposes of prostitution, regardless of consent. Such groups prefer the term “prostituted victims” to that of prostitution or sex work. The anti-prostitution groups question the socio-economic and cultural context within which such ‘choices’ are made. Some also warn of possible systematic dominance by men and establishing institutional oppression against women--if gender disparities are ignored.


Contrarily, we have the so-called “regulationists,” who see prostitution as a necessary evil, and sanction a state system of licensed brothels. They condemn forced prostitution. Regulationists also draw attention to the danger of blurring distinctions between sex trafficking and sex work, and in their lexicon, trafficking is distinct from voluntary sex work, thus ignoring the typical harsh working conditions of ‘voluntary sex workers.’ Sex workers engage in the sex industry voluntarily as they are not coerced to stay in the business, but have 'chosen' this occupation among a range of other options available to them.





Meanwhile, the media is flooded by sensationalistic stories of sex-trafficking victims whose lives are brutal, chilling and frequently dangerous. The "regulationists" garner public support for advocating punishment of anyone who entices women and girls into the field, because the popular conception of sex work tends to return to disturbing images of youths forced into sexual slavery. People understandably tend to gravitate to such dramatic stories more than to the more prosaic and less dire struggles for workers’ rights.


In analyzing this issue, traditional standards of morality have exerted a major influence on legislation aimed at trafficking or on the evolving legal responses to prostitution. The conflation of trafficking and sex work in law and policy have in the past advanced dubious political alliances and a shifting portfolio of political agendas.


Tragically, meanwhile, all over the globe, the brazen trafficking bazaar in persons (sex-,  labor-, and organ trafficking, etc.) is expanding, given the speeded-up process of globalization today. Always lucrative, trafficking is now the fastest growing criminal enterprise in the world. The International Labor Organization (ILO) estimates 2.4 million people were victims of human trafficking from 1995-2005. This estimate uses the UN Protocol definition of human trafficking, and includes both transnational and internal data. 


Total annual revenue for such human trafficking is estimated to be between US $5 billion and $9 billion. [7] The Council of Europe states, "People-trafficking has reached epidemic proportions over the past decade, with a global annual market of about $42.5 billion."[8][9] The United Nations estimates nearly 2.5 million people from 127 different countries are being trafficked around the world at any one time.[10]


Owing to its record for Wild West commerce and swift cash turnover, the United States is a destination venue for international trafficking. Victims brought to the US hail from Asia, Latin America, Eastern Europe, and Africa. Once inside the US, such victims are forced to work in massage parlors, hostess “key” clubs, residential brothels, escort services and strip dives, without recourse to the luxury of passports, documentation or embassy advice.  The State Department estimates conservatively that 18,000 �foreign nationals are trafficked annually in the US alone. There is unquestionably a need to formulate public policies that are less emotional and ideologically driven, public policies that recognize the real causes, nature and effects of such sex- and allied human trafficking and similar unregulated and below-the-radar purposes.


Our distinguished panelists will further define the problem and suggest possible remedies. Afterwards, we welcome your ideas, feedback and questions in a post-panel Q and A session.
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