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Trafficking a problem in Athlone, new report shows

 

Women are being trafficked to Athlone to work in the sex trade, a shocking new report has revealed this week.
 

According to Ruhama, the Dublin based support group for women who are sexually exploited for commercial purposes, over 50% of the 44 victims they helped in 2007 were forced to work in the sex trade in various regional towns like Athlone, Sligo, Kilkenny, Waterford and Monaghan.

 

Commenting on the trend, patron of Ruhama, local Fianna Fáil Deputy Mary O’Rourke said it was absolutely dreadful. 

 

Of that group 75% of the cases were new referrals for 2007, a substantial increase in first time contacts and most likely in related activity, the group claims. A closer study of the 33 new cases last year revealed one woman was smuggled into the country and five others were trafficked into countries outside Ireland but later escaped here for help.

 

The remaining 27 cases identified women as trafficked into Ireland for the purposes of sexual exploitation. The women were brought here from countries like Nigeria, Cameroon, Kenya, Burundi, Malawi, Congo, Zimbabwe, Thailand, Brazil, Romania and Lithuania.

 

Commenting on the statistics Geraldine Rowley of Ruhama said the figures were important because they show a significant increase in the number of women being trafficked into this country for the purpose of sexual exploitation, especially in rural areas outside Dublin. 

 

“67% of the new referrals last year were outside Dublin. It is the reflection of the expansion of crime just like drugs, it is not surprising it has gone nationwide. It has really moved from the major urban centres to rural areas in the last few years. We have certainly come across women trafficked to Athlone and many are moved around several times.”

 

“It says something about the demand that people in rural areas are willing to pay for sexual services. And as you will see from our figures we also came in to contact with three minors last year. It is really a sinister situation, which concerns us a lot,” Ms Rowley added.

 

She explained that Ruhama is based in Dublin, so the organisation may have understandably come into contact with very few of the overall population of trafficked women.

 

“It must be accepted that women who have been trafficked are strictly controlled, very afraid and live in fear - so they are unlikely to make or have contact with organisations like us. 90% of those involved are non-Irish and lack the support of Irish women with no family or support system. They are very afraid, and more difficult to get to when get in trouble,” she stated.

 

Ruhama’s message to Athlone people is to report any suspected prostitution to local Gardaí and to service providers in the Midlands the group similarly ask anyone who suspects someone is a victim of trafficking to contact them.

 

“We need to challenge the users of women in prostitution. New trafficking legislation has come into place which we hope will address the situation. For the first time someone who purchases sexual services from a trafficked woman can now be prosecuted,” she said.

 

Local TD Mary O’Rourke is a patron of Ruhama and the group told the Westmeath Independent that they were very thankful to her for active lobbying and advocating on the issue for some years now.

 

Deputy O’Rourke explained from earlier work the group did that she was aware there was trafficking in Athlone. 

 

“It’s absolutely dreadful. It’s the worse degraduation of women who are made to feel like dirt. It is not like ordinary prostitution at all where a girl is picked up for the night. It’s where the women are abused on a constant basis.”

 

She paid tribute to Ruhama who were doing “powerful work” and urged local people in Athlone who become aware or suspect trafficking for sexual exploitation in the area to contact the authorities immediately.

 

“Maybe you are giving a new future to a poor misguided woman from Croatia or the Czech Republic or elsewhere who came here in the belief of a new life. Many are promised jobs and an idealised version of Ireland and then they come here and it is all so different,” she concluded.


 

