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Good Morning everyone. 
  
On behalf of Ruhama I want to welcome this report and congratulate the researchers who have done a very thorough job. 
  
The research leaves no doubt that the sex trade is firmly established in Ireland with many global linkages and that many of the women involved are victims of the crime of sex trafficking. 

  

This research is one of the best attempts to try to estimate the scale of the sex trade in Ireland in recent years. 
  

The trafficking of women is well organised and covert; it is difficult to establish the full extent of this horrific criminal activity. Ruhama is constantly endeavouring to make contact with women exploited through the sex trade and we have had considerable success, however, we are the first to admit that we are confronted with a much greater problem than our statistics present. 
Ruhama has been working with women who are victims of sex trafficking, for almost a decade and over the years we have had difficulty in convincing authorities and policy makers that this is a serious, growing problem in Ireland. We are very pleased therefore that an independent piece of research has finally been carried out here in Ireland and that it validates much of what we have been saying for years. 
  

I want to highlight some of the recommendations made which we believe need to be taken on board if Ireland is to develop a comprehensive response, and is to fulfil obligations agreed to through a number of conventions to which it is party.   
  

First and foremost the need to develop an integrated anti trafficking and prostitution strategy as the only effective and comprehensive way of moving forward. 
  

Building on that base the research stresses the need to create an environment which is protective of victims of sex trafficking and incorporates a human rights perspective as the norm. For this to work, training and awareness raising is necessary to ensure informed decision-making and facilitate the identification process - otherwise we risk further victimising women who have already endured horrific experiences and are hugely traumatised. 
  

The importance for women to able to regularise their immigration status is crucial; - too often women are afraid to come forward for assistance because of the fear of being criminalized. The criminalization of victims of sex trafficking only serves the traffickers and leaves the victims enslaved in the sex trade. 

  

We do not underestimate the challenges inherent in this process, dealing as we are with a trade, which operates in a covert way and that manages to keep its victims for the most part invisible. Hence the report identifies the need to develop an interagency and coordinated approach with clear protocols and procedures to facilitate collaboration.  
  
We welcome the research’s recommendation for the creation of exit routes for women. We know from our 20 years experience of working with women involved in prostitution in Ireland that women often stay in the sex trade because they see no real alternative. Long-term support services are necessary to help women exit prostitution and fully recover from its affects; - as this research so rightly demonstrates prostitution is not a harmless activity. 
  
There is certainly a need to educate and raise awareness as to the intrinsically harmful nature of prostitution. 
  
Ultimately if we are to bring about an end to the trafficking of women to meet the demand in the sex trade; we need a shift in attitudes from one of tolerance, to one that recognizes that prostitution is about the abuse of women. 
  

We support the research’s call for Ireland to enact legislation similar to Sweden and Norway, which criminalizes the purchase of sexual services. Ruhama lobbied the Irish Government to consider following the policy framework of these countries when they were drafting legislation to deal with sex trafficking recently. The Government (and we welcome it) did criminalize those who purchase sexual services from victims of sex trafficking in the Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) Act 2008, however we feel legislation needs to go much further in tackling the demand in the sex trade.  
  
Furthermore we need a dedicated and effective Garda unit to confront this criminal activity head on. And this unit needs to be positioned within organised crime not within immigration 

We certainly hope the findings from this research will encourage our policy makers to courageously implement its findings through legislation and resources. 
  

Finally, I want to thank the researchers for pulling together the many strands of the debate on prostitution and sex trafficking. 

  
Ruhama is delighted to be associated with this research - its not just important - its necessary, if we are to attempt to address the horrendous abuse of women and children through the sex trade.
END

