Pressure grows for guardians to protect trafficked children

· Cross-party support for Dutch-inspired scheme 
· Move could stop victims returning to exploiters
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'Perhaps if I go back, someone will kill me' 
Leading politicians from the three main parties are putting pressure on the home secretary, Jacqui Smith, to halt the disappearance from care of hundreds of suspected victims of child trafficking.

The Guardian revealed last month that more than 400 foreign children vulnerable to exploitation in prostitution, the drugs trade and domestic servitude went missing from care around major British ports and airports between 2004 and 2007. But the government has rebuffed calls for a system of professional guardians to look after every suspected victim of child trafficking - a crime the United Nations has described as "a modern-day slave trade".

Keith Vaz, the Labour chairman of the Commons home affairs committee, which is investigating human trafficking, said he was "shocked by the number of children going missing". He added that a system of guardians to look after every child now looked "very attractive".

Chris Huhne, the Liberal Democrats' home affairs spokesman, called on the government to drop its opposition and fund a system in which every suspected victim of child trafficking is provided with a guardian who "specifically looks out for them and ideally speaks their language".

David Davis, the shadow home secretary, said Smith should implement the Council of Europe convention on action against trafficking in human beings. It requires each child to have "a legal guardian, organisation or authority ... which shall act in the best interests of the child". 

"It is disgraceful that this 21st-century version of trading in human misery is still taking place without real action to stop it," said Davis. "It is outrageous that so many cases involving the most vulnerable of victims have been lost."

The children's commissioner, Sir Al Aynsley-Green, and Ecpat UK, a coalition of charities including the NSPCC and Anti-Slavery International, also want the guardianship system brought in.

Local authorities have admitted they are losing the battle to keep trafficked children from falling back into their traffickers' hands. Child protection campaigners complain that there are no safe houses in England and suspected victims are housed in less-secure foster homes or council residential blocks. Advocates of a guardianship system claim it would ensure secure housing, education and legal support to stop trafficked children falling back into the hands of their exploiters. The proposals are based on the Dutch system, which has €25m (£20m) a year in public funding.

In Britain, local authorities have lost children from a dozen African countries including Liberia, Somalia and Sudan. The Middle East and Asia are equally well represented, with missing under-18s from Iraq, Afghanistan, China and India. From Europe, young Moldovans, Albanians and Romanians have gone missing.

Richard Ross, the manager of the unit for child asylum seekers at Solihull, which includes Birmingham airport, said he often feels "powerless" to stop traffickers spiriting children away.

"We are in competition with traffickers," he said. "They exert a powerful pull over the young people in our care and we have to counter that by offering a better option. There are some traffickers who keep calling them up and it normally doesn't take long for them to succumb."

Save the Children has launched a poster campaign in hospitals and airports asking staff to look out for missing trafficked children. The European commission is understood to be planning an international telephone hotline for victims.

"The government doesn't believe it is necessary to set up a system of guardianship for all unaccompanied asylum children," the Home Office said in a statement, adding that the family courts already provided sufficient protection.

Backstory

The Dutch government funds Nidos, a system of guardians and secret safe houses which looks after 2,157 suspected victims of trafficking. Nidos employs 250 people and costs €25m (£20m) a year. The children are a third less likely to go missing than their counterparts in the UK. 

Many are housed with foster parents or in monitored semi-independent blocks. Those most vulnerable to being taken back into exploitation are lodged in safe houses in remote parts of the Netherlands - away from traffickers. 

The houses look like suburban family homes and the children live in single-sex groups of up to 14 with 24-hour care. Each is allotted a guardian, a social worker who focuses on their welfare and security. The children eat and sleep together and are chaperoned when they go outside. They are taught Dutch and go to school. They receive legal assistance and counselling. The authorities benefit because the children often provide information which leads to traffickers being prosecuted.

· This article was amended on May 14 2008 to include the name of Ecpat UK, a coalition of charities including the NSPCC and Anti-Slavery International.

· 


Printable version 

· 
Send to a friend
 

· 
Share
 

· 
Clip
 

· 
Contact us
 

© 2008 Guardian News and Media Limited

