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5 questions about Human Trafficking  
Caution: the answers may be disturbing for people of any age

1. WHAT IS IT?

Sometimes referred to as Modern Slavery, Human Trafficking is a method used to abduct, kidnap, 
transport, transfer, hold and move victims to sell or exploit in one or more ways, which include 
forced labour, debt bondage, domestic servitude, forced prostitution, child sexual exploitation, 
forced marriages, sweatshop labour, organ harvesting, forced surrogacy and other activities. People 
who are desperate and vulnerable, often because of poverty in their home situations, are targeted 
by traffickers who can be acting individually, or, in many cases, as part of organised crime cartels, 
with promises of money, freedom, education or a better life. These are known as “Pull” factors, but 
there can also be “Push” factors such as intimidation and threats to victims or family members.  

Most people are unaware or ignorant of the existence of Human Trafficking, and would be horrified 
to know that, according to the United Nations, Human Trafficking is the second most lucrative 
criminal activity in the world today, after arms dealing. Unlike drugs, which are 
handed over to the buyer for an agreed price, human beings can be sold again 
and again, within the same country or between countries. Terrorist groups 
such as Boko Haram in Nigeria and ISIS in Syria and Iraq have added a further 
dimension to Human Trafficking, through the kidnapping of young women 
who are later sold into slavery or given to soldiers.

 In 1807, thanks largely to the efforts of William Wilberforce and others, 
Britain abolished the slave trade between Africa and other parts of the British 
Empire. Yet today there are more people in slavery than at any time in history 
– between 21 and 30 million people. (www.freetheslaves.net) 

82 delegates from 28 countries in Europe, Africa and the Middle East gathered in Angers, France in 
December 2014 to protest against the targeting of Yezidi women and girls by ISIS.

You may choose to look 
the other way, but you can 
never say again that you 
did not know.

William Wilberforce
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2. WHERE IS IT HAPPENING?

Human Trafficking is happening all over the world. Some countries are more vulnerable than 
others in terms of having people targeted as victims. A typical scenario involves the offer of a 
working visa in another country, for which an exorbitant price is charged, to be paid off by future 
earnings. When the victims arrive in the new place of work, their passports are confiscated, 
and they are forced into working conditions that are illegal and inhumane; there may be further 
intimidation of threats against their families back home if the “debt” is not repaid or if they leave 
their place of “employment”. Mexico, for example, has large numbers of people living in poverty 
with job insecurity, yet it borders one of the most affluent nations in the world. CPSIT, the Child 
Protection Special Investigation Team, has put together a harrowing  presentation about trafficking 
for forced labour and prostitution in the Tampa Bay area of Florida (https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=b09qBldQwgo), and there are many others available. 

At present (Nov 2105) in New Zealand, the first case relating to human 
trafficking is before the court in Nelson. The three defendants pleaded not 
guilty and the trial began this month. It is alleged that the trio had trafficked 
at least 18 men from India to New Zealand to exploit them in the viticulture 
industry, and had been filing false refugee claims to do so. In its Law Talk 
issue 851, the New Zealand Law Society asks if this case is merely the tip of a 
hitherto unacknowledged iceberg, citing other allegations that have come to 
the fore in recent years. These include

• Allegations that foreign men, largely from Indonesia, Cambodia, Vietnam 
and Thailand, are subjected to forced labour conditions on foreign 
charter vessels in New Zealand waters. In 2012, two Korean-owned vessels, Melilla 201 and 
203, as well as 9 other ships that had operated in NZ waters, were found by a US investigator 
to have had seamen working under debt bondage conditions. These allegedly included 
confiscation of passports, physical and mental abuse, excessive hours of work and sexual 
abuse. The catch from the Melilla vessels was bought and processed in part by a New Zealand 
company.

• Exploitation of workers from Asia and the Pacific Islands in NZ agriculture and viticulture. 
Workers have reported being charged excessive and escalating recruitment fees, unjustified 
salary deductions (e.g. for overcrowded and insanitary accommodation), passport confiscation 
and restrictions on their movements.

• Misleading recruitment of Filipino workers for the Christchurch recovery and re-build. 
Labourers signed a contract before leaving the Philippines which agreed they would pay a 
certain amount for a “toolbox” but the amount was not stipulated. When they arrived in NZ, 
their contracts were replaced with ones charging $7,700 for the “toolbox”, and demanding 
a payment of US$10,000 to the company if the employee left within 3 years. The company 
confiscated the men’s passports and put them into overcrowded accommodation for which 
they were charged $155 per week.

• Forced prostitution of women from Thailand (2001) and the Ukraine (2004). One woman had 
been promised a restaurant job in return for a payment of NZ$10,000 at 36% interest. Upon 
her arrival, her money, return ticket and passport was confiscated and she was forced to live 
in overcrowded conditions with 14 other women. She paid $150 to rent space in a room and 
worked 14 hour days, 7 days a week in forced prostitution. She was repatriated within a week 
of coming forward but returned home moneyless, since all the money she earned was taken 
to pay her “debt”. No charges of any kind were brought against anyone.

(continued over)

Let us remember: what 
hurts the victim most 
is not the cruelty of the 
oppressor, but the silence 
of the bystander.

Eli Wiesel
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2. WHERE IS IT HAPPENING? (continued)

3. WHY SHOULD WE TAKE AN INTEREST?

In October of this year, Lincoln Tan, the New Zealand Herald’s diversity, ethnic affairs and 
immigration senior reporter wrote a piece about a Korean sex worker who allegedly passed a note 
in Korean to a client saying “Help me! I want to go back to Korea”. The man reported this to the 
Korean Consulate who urged police to investigate claims that Korean sex workers being held against 
their will in a central Auckland apartment. Police believe there was insufficient evidence for a 
criminal investigation, but were continuing to look into possible breaches of immigration visas and/
or the Prostitution Reform Act of 2003, which says that only NZ citizens can work in the sex industry. 

So, is there human trafficking in New Zealand? It depends whom you ask. The Ministry of Justice 
points to NZ’s most favourable ranking in the US Trafficking in Persons (TIP) report, coupled with 
New Zealand’s geographical isolation and robust legal system as providing protection against  
New Zealand as a destination for human trafficking. The Law Society concludes that there is no 
real set of protections for victims of trafficking, slavery, or serious labour exploitation. Some 
people point to the UK’s Modern Slavery Act 2015 as a landmark piece of legislation that could be 
considered here, to overcome gaps in New Zealand law and bring in a more proactive approach. 
Australia has launched a National Action Plan to Combat Human Trafficking and Slavery  
(NAP 2015-19). Perhaps we need to keep asking the question.

Mercy Global Concern is the project of the worldwide Sisters of Mercy at the United Nations in  
New York. Human Trafficking is one of its two major themes at present, the other being Cosmology/
Eco Justice. The website www.mercyworld.org gives access to archived 
articles that have been written on the subject of modern slavery by people 
such as Denise Boyle fmdm, who is the Director of Mercy Global Action, and 
Deidre Mullan rsm who was the executive director of MGC at the United 
Nations from 2001 -11.  

As people of Mercy, we follow as best we can in the footsteps of Catherine 
McAuley, whose vision was based on freeing people from poverty and 
exploitation. The story of the servant girl who came to Catherine looking for 
a place to stay other than the house where she worked, where she was in 
danger of sexual harassment and rape is well known, and her inability to find 
somewhere for the girl haunted Catherine ever afterwards. If we were to ask, 
“Where would Catherine have us stand today?” it is clear that she would want us to stand with 
those traded as a commodity, a large proportion of whom is made up of women and children – the 
same groups to whom she opened the House of Mercy in Dublin.

As Christians we hear the words of Jesus Christ: “I say to you, as long as you did this to the least of 
my brothers and sisters, you did it to me.” We may feel powerless in the face of such a global evil as 
human trafficking, but we will not be acting alone, and whatever actions we take will help to raise 
the awareness of others – ignorance is not bliss, in this case.

Things have a price and can 
be for sale, but people have 
a dignity that is priceless 
and worth far more than 
things.

Pope Francis
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4. WHO IS WORKING AGAINST MODERN SLAVERY?

Sisters of Mercy around the world are committed to raising awareness of and fighting against 
human trafficking, and stories about the approaches they have chosen can be found on the Mercy 
World website (http://www.mercyworld.org/mercy_global_action/project). These vary from 
working directly with trafficked persons, to education about underlying causes, such as poverty  
and gender inequality. Mercy sisters in the UK have founded an innovative charity called  
Women@thewell which aims to provide a uniquely holistic and multi-faceted range of services  
to vulnerable women, including women who are trafficked, equipping them with the skills, 
resources and support that they need, to successfully rejoin society.

As well as the Sisters of Mercy, many other religious congregations, and increasingly lay people, 
have involved themselves in the fight against Human Trafficking. An important development in the 
northern hemisphere is known as the Santa Marta Group, which was launched by Pope Francis 
in April 2013 to take action against modern-day slavery by committing to a dialogue between the 
Catholic Church and international law enforcement. Out of this dialogue has come the St Bakhita 
Initiative, named after St Josephine Bakhita who was born in 1869 in Darfur, Sudan, and captured 
by Arab slave traders at the age of 7 (https://vimeo.com/113638101). The project includes a house 
where victims of trafficking can be sheltered and supported, and a research institute at St Mary’s 
University College, which focuses on gathering evidence to influence government law-making and 
policy. One important piece of legislation is the Modern Slavery Act, which gives extra protection to 
victims in the UK and makes it far simpler for them to give evidence against their captors.  

In New Zealand, the New Zealand Network Against People Trafficking  
(http://www.nznapt.org.nz) is an open network which hopes to coordinate the many groups 
involved in fighting this issue. These include ANZRATH, Aotearoa New Zealand Religious against 
the Trafficking of Humans, the Salvation Army (www.stopthetraffik.org/nz) and the Prescha 
Initiative (www.prescha.org), which produces resources for schools. Simply type the words Human 
Trafficking NZ into Google and you will be surprised at the number of results.

One New Zealand entity, NVader, http://www.nvader.org/ is working to rescue women and 
children from the sex-trafficking industry by gathering evidence that allows those controlling them 
to be prosecuted. It acknowledges that this is difficult and dangerous work, particularly in countries 
where the police are sometimes complicit – only 1 in 100 victims is ever rescued and less that 0.5% 
of all victims ever participate in any kind of judicial procedure.

Others take a different approach: reasoning that one of the root cause of human trafficking is 
poverty, they run campaigns to encourage a fair wage in areas we trade with, harnessing the power 
of consumers. In Australia and New Zealand, for example, the giant Nestle company has certified 
two of its products, Milo and Kitkat as Traffikfree, as a result of a campaign by ACRATH (Australian 
Catholic Religious against the Trafficking of Humans) and ANZRATH (Aotearoa New Zealand 
Religious against the Trafficking of Humans). A similar campaign is planned around Easter 2016, 
to encourage the use of fairtrade cocoa in the chocolate that makes Easter eggs; if the companies 
harvesting the cocoa beans were to pay a fair wage, there would be less scope for traffickers to 
offer “better money” elsewhere.

(continued over)
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4. WHO IS WORKING AGAINST MODERN SLAVERY? (continued)

5. WHAT CAN WE DO?

At Carmel College, Sr Anna Nichols has guided students in setting up a “fair trade café” one morning 
a week to raise both awareness and funds.

Another root cause of trafficking, particularly in the sex trafficking trade, is gender inequality. 
During the Young Mercy leaders Forum in Dublin this year, Ruth Killcullen ran a workshop which 
challenged young women to stand up to trends in their daily lives towards the commercialisation 
of women’s bodies, which normalise the sexual objectification of women. She mentioned that 
in Ireland, the Mercy sisters working to end sex trafficking support the Turn Off the Red Light 
campaign (http://www.turnofftheredlight.ie), which seeks to end the demand for prostitution by 
criminalising the buyer of sex – most often men – while decriminalising those selling sex – most 
often women and girls. This controversial idea is also being championed in Scandinavia.

The important thing is to do something, otherwise we are simply allowing the evil to go unchecked. 
Various approaches have been suggested in the previous section, and there are large numbers of 
resources available. For those who are educators, the Prescha Initiative provides a particularly  
New Zealand context (www.prescha.org) and lesson plans which fit with Level 5 of the social 
sciences curriculum in New Zealand, but which could be adapted to other levels. It invites creative 
responses in the form of art, music and poetry. Secondary schools will also find the ACRATH website 
has useful lesson plans.

Sharing awareness with others can be through an event such as an awareness evening or a 
sponsored walk, with funds raised being donated to an organisation of your choice. Social media 
make it easy to share ideas and participate in events, and you can link up with like minded people 
who care about this issue on the ECPAT website: http://www.ecpat.org.nz. 

The obstacles are huge, and could be daunting, but as human beings we need to stand with the 
most vulnerable. As Solomon Burke says in his great anthem, None of us are free, “If we don’t say 
it’s wrong, then that makes it right.” (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eFkmRp_G2uo).


