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Good morning,
Thanks to APT for giving me the opportunity to respond today. I’m glad that you’ve chosen to highlight the psychological effects of trafficking. This is an aspect that has not to date received enough attention as our focus in past conferences has –understandably – been on the legislative frameworks and the need to bring Ireland into compliance with its international obligations.  

My brief is to respond to Eimear’s paper today and I have been asked to focus on Ruhama’s experience in working with suspected victims of trafficking.
Much (indeed all) of what Eimear has said resonates with Ruhama’s experience over recent years.
Eimear has described well the symptoms of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder  which the women we work with display so I won’t go into this in depth here other than to confirm that :-
· The anxiety, nervousness, fear, guilt, confusion and depression which she has spoken of are very evident when we meet trafficked victims. 

· The intense psychological distress and the physiological impacts are very real -  

· Often they are literally a bundle of nerves when they first come to us 
· I think it’s good that she has gone into this in depth as we do need a clear understanding of the stressful impacts which the trafficking experience has on its victims and how it seeps into every aspect of their lives and can disable their ability to deal with normal everyday situations.  
For Ruhama the point of understanding their stress patterns and their mental and emotional issues is to be able to offer effective support. 

We are dealing with a group of women who have been hugely betrayed, whose autonomy and power has been stripped from them, who have lost hope in themselves and in everyone around them.
Our challenge is to help them begin to trust again, to get in touch with their emotions, to break out of the shell - the protective armour they have surrounded themselves in, following the brutality of their experiences. 
It is a lot to overcome and a long and the road to recovery is a long and difficult one.
It’s not easy and yet before our eyes we have again and again watched women move (slowly and hesitantly to be sure) from frightened, anxious individuals towards confidence. Slowly we see their demeanour change, standing a little taller, gradually becoming a little less fearful, a little laughter emerging, a new outlook slowly unfurl. I have often heard colleagues comment on this blossoming taking place before their very eyes. 

But how is this achieved?  
Primarily through putting in place a caring environment where they can begin to feel secure, where they are treated with respect and so begin to respect themselves again. 
Where they experience kindness and acceptance and can begin to trust themselves and others again. 
Where they can begin to deal with the feelings of shame and anger and loss – all emotions competing for attention – Eimear quotes one woman as describing feeling dizzy with everything spinning around. These are key steps in the empowerment process.
By addressing their health needs and referring them for the necessary screening and supports. HIV is a big concern for women trafficked into the sex trade, and invariably we find that until they have assurance around this issue they cannot relax.
Secondly by offering a programme of supports that focuses their concentration and attention, involves learning, goal setting, planning for the future, . . .acknowledging that there can be a future. 
· We have found that our training and education programmes have great therapeutic value beyond their immediate goals.

· They provide stimulation, take them out of the depression and anxiety for a period

· Post Traumatic Stress  Disorder is a response by a normal person to an abnormal situation. Through our programme of supports we try to bring some normality back into their lives.

I suppose it can be summarised in the provision of support in a holistic way tailored to individual need nurturing mind, body and spirit.  In this way they rebuild some faith in humanity and become open to reintegrating into society again and healing can begin. 
But I’m not trying to paint a rosy picture here.  – This is an inch by inch – step by step process towards reclaiming their personal autonomy. 
But we have seen enough success to know that with the right supports the human spirit can overcome the most awful adversity.

Sadly we have also had enough experience to know that not everyone will achieve that wished for outcome; 
For many fear remains a constant in their lives – 

Fear of their traffickers and of being recognised on the streets or in the hostels and being caught again

Fear for their family’s safety back home. 

Fear of being deported.

I doubt if those fears are ever truly overcome

Some of our clients end up with psychotic disorders. Some will be on anti-depressants for a very long time. We have had a number of clients experiencing suicidal ideation. 

Needless to say the mental health supports are woefully inadequate. Ruhama is more and more convinced that advocacy for victims of trafficking must include a focus on the need for improved mental health care. The National Action Plan for responding to victims of human trafficking needs to make special arrangements to meet mental health needs of this target group.

Eimear has highlighted the need to acknowledge their story and the difficulties they experience in telling it. This is particularly important at an official level.

It is hugely important for the abused person to feel believed, that her experience is not being denied.  In denying her story we further erode her rights, deny her the justice she deserves. The long investigative process is a reopening of the trauma a reliving of events that she wants to obliterate not dwell on. 

Instead she endures many re-counting of her story being examined for consistency and accuracy (or inconsistency and inaccuracy). 
I acknowledge this is a difficult one; there is no avoiding the telling of her story no matter how painful. The reality of what has happened to her must be verified and this also is her right.

 But that said now that we are developing formal legislative and administrative frameworks for dealing with suspected victims of trafficking perhaps we can agree on a framework which would allow one telling to reduce the stress involved. And in the process we need to be extra vigilant to ensure that we don’t jump to conclusions that the person is lying in order to get residency or leave to remain here.

Ireland is currently in the process of finalising its national Action Plan for responding to suspected victims of trafficking. Indeed much is now already in place. Over the past two years Ruhama has consistently called attention to the deficits in some elements of the plan. 

· Chief among these is the use of Direct Provision hostels as the only accommodation now on offer, even though their unsuitability for this client group has often been highlighted. (The lack of personal space, no place to retreat to, the commotion in the early hours of the morning when others are deported all add to the anxiety and are certainly not conducive to the rest and reflection which we now agree is their right). 
· The dispersal of suspected victims throughout the country and away from their support mechanisms is sometimes detrimental and we do need a more supportive approach to this at official levels.  (Much of what Eimear has just told us should demonstrate the need for consistency in support).
I am highlighting these two aspects in particular as they have potentially the most significant impact on the psychological welfare of the women we work with.

Thank you,  

