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Governments of all countries where human trafficking is becoming a problem must begin converging anti-trafficking measures within their ongoing national development programmes

Trafficking human beings around the globe has become as lucrative as the illegal arms and drugs trade, generating annual revenues ranging between $5 billion and $9 billion. Lured by such high profits, human traffickers have put in place very well organised networks across source, transit, and destination countries.

An estimated 600,000 to 820,000 men, women, and children are being trafficked across international borders each year, according to US State Department data. A majority of this estimated number is believed to comprise women and children.

The reason why women and children are primary targets for traffickers is that they can in turn be sold to cater to a variety of needs ranging from sex-slavery to menial labour. Women and children trafficked within the confines of national borders may be used to settle disputes, or sold off to begging mafias. Recently trafficked women are also suspected of being used to operate ‘baby farms’, which cater to the growing demand for adoption in richer countries. Incidences of trafficking being linked to organ trade have also been reported.

Although data concerning the specific trends of human trafficking is still scant, there is reason enough to claim that neither voluntary smuggling nor involuntary trafficking can take place in isolation.

The trafficking of human beings is, in fact, inextricably linked to multidimensional socio-economic and legislative inadequacies. The lowly status of poor people in many societies, the institutionalisation of exploitative gender practices, and the ineffectiveness of legal protection are some of the evident underlying factors that enable human trafficking to occur.

The increasing influence of consumerism seems to have led large families with contracting economical resources to begin viewing their children as marketable commodities. In many cases, women and children have been sold off to human traffickers by their own parents, guardians and husbands. Or else, they are deceived to illegally cross borders lured by the supposed prospects of a better life.

The nature of this problem is multifaceted in a country like Pakistan, which simultaneously serves as a destination, transit and point of origin for trafficking. Many women and girls brought in from Bangladesh, Burma, Afghanistan and even Central and South-east Asia to Pakistan. Pakistan also becomes a transit point for many of them so that they can be taken elsewhere.

Moreover, Pakistan is also a recruiting ground for numerous inter-provincially trafficked people, or for those being sent off to Afghanistan or the Gulf. Tackling the prevalence of human smuggling and trafficking within the Pakistani context therefore requires varied efforts.

Our current federal minister for law, justice and human rights has termed unemployment and lack of implementation of anti-trafficking laws as the major causes of human trafficking. With over a million people being added to the labour market each year, which has a limited absorption capacity, it is inevitable that unemployment rates will continue accelerating. Such conditions in turn make it fairly easy for traffickers to find people willing to be taken across domestic and international borders.

Moreover, the lack of public awareness concerning the potential risks, coupled with inadequate legal enforcement, allows even involuntary smuggling of people to continue without much hindrance. Traffickers, recruiters and agents often have links with politicians and other influential people within the establishment, which enables them to continue their operations without fear.

The Pakistan government has undertaken some legislative and administrative measures to deal with this growing problem. In 2002, the Human Trafficking Law was formulated, which proposed specific imprisonments for human traffickers as well as addressed the need for compensation to victims. Computerised National Identity Cards and machine-readable passports have been introduced in the country as well, which can help check human smuggling and trafficking. A personal identification system is in place at several ports to prevent document fraud.

The International Organisation for Migration has supported further measures to combat human trafficking in Pakistan. Besides stressing the need for conducting a national survey to assess the human trafficking situation, the IOM has been supporting training of law enforcement agencies to take effective action against this issue, and it has created a model shelter for the protection of victims of trafficking.

While these are positive developments, addressing the supply and demand side of this phenomenon at the same time is not so easy. It requires close coordination between various line departments to ensure that adequate deterrents and punitive measures become evident on ground, despite the resource constraints.

Further sensitising the judiciary and other authorities concerning the human trafficking problem is also needed to ensure that the spirit of the human trafficking legislation is followed, or else trafficking victims are at risk of being subjected to punishment instead of being provided protection.

To grapple with the problem of Pakistan having become a transit and destination country for human trafficking, an even broader scope of efforts is required. A SAARC-level Convention on Preventing and Combating Trafficking in Women and Children was prepared by a coalition of different stakeholders including NGOs, politicians, legal experts and academics. Adoption of this Convention also took place in 2002 at its 11th SAARC Summit.

Yet, besides the challenge of ensuring its implementation across borders of states which are not always on the best of terms, some other shortcoming concerning the convention have also been identified. For instance, the SAARC convention has been criticised for its narrow focus on prostitution, and its lack of clarity concerning the role of recipient and sending countries in undertaking rescue, rehabilitation, repatriation and reintegration of affected persons. Although work on implementing this convention is still ongoing, a more precise articulation of specific responsibilities is vital or else better implementation on ground will not be possible.

Governments of all countries where human trafficking is becoming a problem must begin converging anti-trafficking measures within their ongoing national development programmes, including measures specifically meant to help women and children.

Unless different line departments within national governments, governments across national borders, and non-governmental organisations at the national and international levels can overcome the diversity of their mandates and approaches, and begin tackling the varied implications of this issue more cohesively, seriously curbing human smuggling and trafficking will not be possible.
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