Ruhama:  Proposal on Safe Accommodation for Trafficked Women 

(Suggestions for interim period until support structures envisaged under the Immigration Bill 2007 are in place) 
Reference: Administrative Immigration Arrangements for the Protection of Victims of Human Trafficking issued by DJELR on 6th June 2008

Introduction

Under the administrative arrangements referred to above two separate periods of residency or leave to remain in this country are identified-
· Recovery and Reflection for a period of 45 days

· Temporary Residence Permission for a period of 6 months

In this proposal Ruhama sets out practical recommendations as to how our obligations to provide safe accommodation to the trafficked victim during these periods can be fulfilled. Further we have identified a third period i.e. the initial referral/ emergency period when contact with the presumed victim is first made and prior to the granting of the 45 day Recovery and Reflection period. This we refer to as the ‘pre- identification phase’ before being classified by the Gardai as a suspected victim of trafficking. Safe accommodation requirements also need to be addressed during this period.
The immediate practical needs of women escaping from a trafficked situation are many. These invariably include medical and nutritional support, safe housing, basic living essentials and financial support. Of these access to safe housing is usually the most urgent need.
Broadly speaking in looking at best practice internationally two approaches to meeting safe accommodation needs are followed – 
a) A centralised approach under which a ‘safe house’ is set up and managed by an agent and to which all victims are transferred. This may be a single-sex unit or designed to accommodate families.

b) A decentralised model which locates multiple smaller housing units throughout a city or country. 

Ruhama favours the decentralised approach for a number of reasons

· offers more flexibility in the provision of housing for different target groups (families, men, women, children)
· affords greater privacy to the individuals involved 
· allows the tailoring of supports to the victims’ needs 
· offers greater guarantee of confidentiality and security (a very important consideration given the stigma associated with trafficking into the sex trade and moreover the potential threat – because of the information they hold- which the victim poses to former exploiters)
· allows for the separation of victims if this is deemed in the best interests of an individual
· offers a more supportive and therapeutic environment
Citing experience in Germany and Italy the OSCE concludes that ‘a flexible system of different types of accommodation is more likely to meet the diverse needs of presumed trafficked persons than one general shelter’.

Specific recommendations to provide access to safe housing during the three phases identified above.
Pre-identification Phase
Having directly supported over 100 victims in recent years Ruhama has now developed a specific approach to the sourcing of accommodation which is working well. We have a small number of units we can avail of for emergency accommodation for presumed victims of trafficking. (These units provide a single room, meals, access to the kitchen, offer emotional support and yet respect for privacy). This accommodation is provided normally for a seven to fourteen day period with the possibility of extending up to one month if necessary. During this period Ruhama provides day time support, works with the woman, assesses her situation, begins addressing her medical and other needs and makes contact with the Gardai if the woman is willing to either provide intelligence or to prefer charges against her alleged trafficker. As the woman is usually extremely distressed in this early phase it can be difficult to make an initial assessment and it is likely that the introduction to the Gardai could take place in the second/ third week. We suggest therefore that this first phase prior to actual identification as a presumed victim of trafficking by the Gardaí would take up to a month.
Ruhama has access to six separate addresses offering safe emergency accommodation (4 in Dublin and 2 nationwide) at very short notice. 
Reflection & Recovery Period (45 days)
Ruhama has recently accessed a three bed-roomed apartment in Dublin which it will utilize primarily for women in this category. This has 24 hour security and Ruhama’s staff continues to liaise with the women concerning their ongoing needs. We believe that a small unit such as this offers better protection than can be afforded currently under the Direct Provision hostels run by RIA (Reception & Integration Agency). These hostels were envisaged for asylum seekers, a category which does not automatically apply to our client group. They are also well known to the public and victims can be easily traced by their exploiters and abusers, who can monitor movements to and from the hostels. Moreover on a practical level we believe that these hostels are not appropriate for this vulnerable target group. We have been advised (by the women we work with, by managers of these hostels and by other service providers throughout the country) that the hostels have become targets for pimps and opportunists who seek to exploit the women through prostitution recognising their poverty and vulnerability.
The provision of a number of apartments dispersed throughout the city and in other towns offers a better model of support for all categories of trafficked victims. They are less likely to be detected by criminal interests, and the person can be moved easily to another apartment if their security becomes compromised. They offer a better chance for recovery and reflection than the crowded hostels with little or no private space. They provide a semblance of normality following the chaos and trauma of their experience. They are more cost effective than running a larger unit and provide the victim with a measure of independence without compromising on necessary support mechanisms. 

We would also wish to emphasise that refuges for women victims of domestic violence are not considered appropriate for housing trafficked victims at any of the identified stages. In any event they are generally over-subscribed and allocating trafficked victims to these refuges would occasion further strain on an already over-stretched sector. 

Temporary Residence Permission / Six Month  period
Apartments sourced on the open market or through existing housing groups who provide some level of support as victims move towards more independent living are considered the most appropriate option. Points raised under Recovery & Reflection period above remain valid here. Support organizations would continue to provide supports as necessary, ideally on a gradually reducing scale. A Memorandum of Understanding could be developed with interested housing groups to ensure clarity on responsibilities and procedures.
Financing of accommodation for presumed  trafficked persons
Ruhama contends that on being granted a six month visa a victim should be allowed to automatically access social welfare, a rent allowance and a medical cert. S/he should also be granted access to the labour market. Welfare with a rent allowance paid directly to the individual offers the most cost efficient approach to accommodating victims. It removes the need for costly state intervention with staffing and other resource implications, and avoids channelling scarce resources into infrastructure and its maintenance.  Instead it focuses expenditure directly on the victims. Moreover it is expandable, enabling development and sourcing of additional small units as needed rather than the setting up of a larger centrally controlled ‘safe house’ requiring ongoing management and investment irrespective of occupancy. This is a serious consideration given the lack of reliable data on numbers and need. 

Conclusion
The underlying principle on which this proposal is developed (as with all components of a holistic and integrated support package) is respect for and the protection of the victim’s human rights. Meeting victims’ accommodation needs in this way engages fully with them at each stage of the process, proposes solutions that take account of therapeutic needs and the requirements of confidentiality and security. Providing funding directly to victims fosters individual empowerment and encourages independence. The provision of safe accommodation is just one of the supports required by trafficked victims albeit a very important one. A safe and secure refuge is a crucial component in terms of the rehabilitation of victims and offers the basis from which other services can be satisfactorily availed of. 
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