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Seven migrant women taken into police custody this week are believed to have been smuggled into the sex trade in Ireland. In the sixth of our integration series, Siobhán Tanner looks at what is in store for those women.

IF found guilty of human trafficking, the eight people who were arrested following raids on brothels around the country last week, will face sentences of life imprisonment under the recent legislation.

The fate of the criminal network operating in Cavan, Drogheda, Athlone, Mullingar, Sligo, Kilkenny, Enniscorthy, Newbridge, and Waterford will set a precedent for future actions in Ireland.

Though individuals have been arrested and charged, neither the illegal Immigrants (Trafficking Act) 2000 nor the Child Trafficking and Pornography Act 1998 has ever resulted in a successful prosecution for the crime of trafficking. But the enactment of the Criminal Justice (Human Trafficking) Act 2008 last June has firmed up the law and could tip the balance in favour of the prosecutors.

Also taken into custody were seven women from Brazil, Nigeria and Namibia believed to have been trafficked into the country. What's in store for them is less clear.

Dispersed

Nusha Yonkova, anti-trafficking co-ordinator for the Immigrant Council of Ireland said, apart from three beds in Ruhuma's shelter, there is no specific accommodation for victims of trafficking. ''Most likely they will be dispersed in different voluntary accommodation, they might end up in the private homes of NGO workers; it will be ad hoc.''

Under the Immigration, Residence and Protection Bill, also passed this year, once they have been identified as victims of trafficking, the women are granted a stay of deportation for 45 days for ''reflection and recovery''.

Although it is more than the 30-day minimum suggested by the Council of Europe, it falls well short of the reflection period of six months allowed in Norway. (During a recent Dáil debate on the matter, the government indicated the period may be increased to 60 days.)

At the end of the 45 days the women will be asked to assist in the prosecution of their trafficker. If they agree they will be issued with a six-month temporary residency permit. Under the terms of the permit, introduced to coincide with the Anti-Trafficking Act, the women will be housed in reception centres for that period unless organisations such as Ruhama can organise an alternative. Whether women availing of the permit will have the right to work, or claim welfare, has yet to be established. ''Their rights under the permit are unclear, if these women are given the permit to testify, it will be the first time it's been used, '' said Ms Yonkova.

Long-term

''There is no clear avenue to longer term residency in Ireland, if it is renewed several times in a row and if she is here for two years. What happens then? We would like to see something that would provide long-term security for these women.''

Claiming for asylum on the grounds that they have been trafficked is also problematic. ''It is not an ideal avenue, she can claim asylum, if she can prove she will be persecuted if she goes home but if the persecution has not happened previously it is very difficult to prove.''

Organisations such as Ruhama and the ICI have asked for women, identified as victims of trafficking, be allowed to stay on humanitarian grounds as they account for only a tiny proportion of immigrants. Approximately 50 victims of trafficking have contacted the organisation in the past two years.

Irish immigration policy does allow for this humanitarian flexibility and such decisions are left to the discretion of the Justice Minister but, worryingly, there is no reference to that humanitarian flexibility in the new Immigration Bill currently before the Dáil.

Assurance

The assurance, given on Friday by Justice Minister Dermot Ahern that the seven women in question will not be deported, is a sign that the pervading political will is sympathetic to the wishes of Ruhama and the ICI on this point. But in the same breath Mr Ahern said women would be expected to cooperate with Gardaí, implying that the moratorium on deportation was conditional on that cooperation.

The emergence of sordid stories of beatings and rapes of women, working in midlands brothels controlled by a 47-year-old Irish pimp, hint at the trauma these seven women have suffered. Ruhama has relayed reports from women of death threats or being blackmailed through huge financial debt.

''We have come across seriously traumatised women, some who have been blackmailed through families abroad - you cannot arrange protection for your family abroad in that space of time[45 days], they cannot be held accountable for not cooperating if it is jeopardising their family's lives,'' said Ms Yonkova.

The difficulty in getting trafficked women to speak was the subject of a recent roundtable discussion between Irish women support groups and their Scandinavian counterparts.

''Traffickers are often known to the victim, they are often family members, brothers, husbands or sisters,'' said Malin Bjork, director of the Anti-Trafficking project in Norway. ''Of the 300 women in Norway that had been referred to the organisation, only 117 have stayed on in the shelters, the rest have disappeared.''

