Suspected brothel was thought to be a profit maker
By Jacinta Feehan, The Athlone Voice,  4th December, 2008
THE SUSPECTED brothel at the centre of the crackdown on human trafficking last Wednesday is understood to be in the Irishtown vicinity of Athlone, while The Voice has learned that there has been an increase in sex trafficking in the region. 
It is also believed that the major prostitution ring was raking in profits of several thousand euros daily from its brothels prior to the economic downturn. 
The raid, which included eight other brothels nationwide, was the  result of more than a year of detailed inquiries, codenamed Operation Abbey. 
To date, just two people have been charged, it has emerged. A 47 year old man from Carlow, suspected of being the ring leader, and his South African girlfriend who were arrested in Wales. Eight others were arrested in Ireland on suspicion of organising and managing prostitution. However, only the couple have been remanded on bail until December 16, where they will appear before Swansea Crown Court, Wales. 
The other eight have been released without charge pending a prosecution by the DPP. The raids took place in Mullingar, Cavan, Drogheda, Newbridge, Sligo, Kilkenny, Enniscorthy and Waterford. Additionally, six locations in the Carlow area were also searched by Gardai, including the offices and homes of several professionals, and computer equipment and documentation was also seized.
Gerardine Rowley of Ruhama (support service for women involved with prostitution) on speaking to The Voice stated that while she welcomes the fast acting of the guards in the moving in on the criminals. She said that Rahuma have been aware for a very long time of the shocking increase in towns, adding that “once they (traffickers) can make money in any town” then trafficking will happen.
In light of this, Gerardine is appealing to the residents of the town to contact Ruhama if they know somebody who is a victim of sex trafficking and who needs help, stressing that the service offered by Ruhama is confidential and non judgemental. 
“We have space, so anyone who wants to refer people to us we can provide safe accommodation, medical and social assistance. She is reiterating that a responsibility needs to be put on those who are “giving money to the sex trade and who are buying these women.”
As Ruhama is a registered charity they are “always in need of money” so any donations is welcomed. Gerardine added that they still have concerns around adequate victim protection and are still working on advocating for women protection. 
Fine Gael’s Immigration and Integration spokesperson and local TD Denis Naughten called on Justice Minister Dermot Ahern to stand over his Programme for Government commitment to introduce greater support services for victims of trafficking in Ireland. 
He added that the Programme for Government gave a clear commitment to provide ‘support services’ for the victims of trafficking. Presently a 60 day ‘recovery and reflection’ period is in place but Naughten states this is “not adequate.” Adding that the six months temporary residence is secured only on the back of agreeing to assist Gardaí in investigations and prosecutions. 
“But what happens to the victims then? Minister Ahern must use the next stage of the debate on the Immigration Bill to put in place substantive protection procedures for victims of trafficking. To make the law work, new protection measures must be put in place.” 
In the 2008 report ‘Trafficking in Persons Report’, commissioned by the US State Department, Ireland came in second of three performance tiers, based on an assessment of its record in prosecuting offenders, protecting victim and preventing abuses. Ireland’s human trafficking levels may be small to other countries, but the US State Department’s report stated also that Ireland is a destination country for women, men and children trafficked for the purposes of commercial sexual exploitation and forced labour.
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