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'I was kidnapped and forced into prostitution'
	JOY left her small rural village in Cameroon with the promise from a family friend of a job in a nearby city. Her schooling had been minimal so the opportunity to start a new life in the bright lights filled her with anticipation and trepidation. 
 

She left the comfort of her large family brimming with the optimism of a 20-year-old woman with little life experience. 
  

The family friend brought her to the city and introduced her to some other people who she was to stay with. It struck her as odd when there was no discussion about a job in the initial few days but she wasn't too worried. She trusted the man who brought her there. But then he left. The people Joy was staying with told her they were going to take her to a country where she could get a good job and make a lot of money. When she said she didn't want to leave, she was told if she didn't do as she was told, she would die. A passport was quickly prepared for her and Joy left the country with an African man by airplane. She felt scared and trapped; everything was moving so fast.
 
She'd never heard of Ireland until she touched down at Dublin airport in 2006. The man took her immediately from the capital to a town a few hours' drive away. She still doesn't know where she was brought exactly. She was taken to a house and was handed over to two men, one black, the other white, and her travelling companion then left. There were three other African women in this house and Joy was told she was expected to have sex with men who called to the house.
 
On her second day in Ireland, she slept with her first customer.
 
Joy and the other women were kept locked in the house and one of the men in charge was usually around to keep an eye on them. Over the next few weeks, men came and went in a blur and Joy adapted to her new surroundings.
 
She was never given any money but food was brought in for her to eat. She didn't talk much to the other African women but she got the impression they had been living at the house for a number of months.
 
Escape Joy wanted more than anything to escape. After a few weeks in the house, she climbed through a bathroom window and ran onto the street. She didn't know what else to do but keep running.
 
A woman noticed her in distress on the road and stopped her car to offer her help. But Joy was too afraid to tell her what had happened.
 
Eventually, the woman persuaded her to get into her car and brought her to the nearest garda station. Joy was put into the asylum process and referred to Ruhama, a voluntary group working with women in prostitution, for assistance.
 
"In a way, she was one of the lucky ones because she got out of the brothel in a short space of time. Ninety per cent of women working in prostitution here are nonIrish nationals, " according to Geraldine Rowley of Ruhama.
 
"We really have no idea how many women have been trafficked here and into prostitution because as prostitution is illegal it’s hidden. It's mostly online now too so it's hard to find these women because they're not on street corners; they're in houses and apartments. But we're getting at least one referral every two weeks of a foreign national working in the sex-trade against their will.”

 

It's become such a significant problem that the Garda National Immigration Bureau (GNIB) has established Operation Hotel, which is probing the extent of trafficking of women into the country for sexual exploitation. They've raided brothels, apartments and houses and rescued women trafficked here for prostitution. Over the course of their enquiries, gardai have uncovered a more sinister element: the discovery of foreign children working in the sex trade, detective superintendent John O'Driscoll of the GNIB told the Sunday Tribune.
 

This prompted the establishment of Operation Snow, which is investigating how these children are being trafficked here. A number of files are being prepared for the DPP in relation to children being used in prostitution and it's a major focus for the GNIB at present. Gardai have removed minors from brothels and put them into the care of the health service.
 

They're currently putting a picture together of the foreign criminal gangs involved. This is all made possible through the sharing of intelligence between gardai and police from other jurisdictions.
 

A major coup for the GNIB recently was the arrest of 38year-old Jackson Smith, also known as Peter Kwame Sarfo, in connection with the alleged trafficking of children from Nigeria into Spain and Italy. A native of Sierra Leone, Sarfo is wanted in Holland for the suspected trafficking of up to 200 girls and women from Africa to Spain and Italy to work in the sex industry.
 

"He's part of the 'Peter group' of international traffickers. He is a major international trafficker. 
 

We are currently looking into whether he trafficked any of these children into Ireland. There is no evidence to suggest this at the moment, " O'Driscoll continued. Arrested in Ireland in October last, Sarfo is due to be extradited to Holland to face charges in the coming weeks.
Gardai are working closely with organisations like Ruhama to learn how to identify women and children who've been trafficked here when they come into contact with them. "Often, these people are coming from countries where there is a complete mistrust of the authorities so women who find themselves in these situations don't want to come to the police because they're afraid they'll be arrested. As much as possible, we're trying to get these people to cooperate with us so that we can try to prosecute the perpetrators, " he added.
 

Time to wake up Men who use prostitutes are also being warned that although it may appear that the women they pay to have sex with are consenting adults, this isn't necessarily the case.
 

Ruhama has also come across a number of children under 18 involved in forced prostitution and say they can appear older than their years, something else men who use prostitutes should be aware of.
 

"Right now, there are foreign nationals being held behind closed doors involved in forced prostitution. Fear and sometimes sexual violence by their captors is keeping them there, " Rowley said.

“It’s time for the people who use prostitutes to wake up to that fact.”
 




