Joint Letter
Brussels’ Call - For a Europe free from sexual exploitation

Protect Women and Children from sexual exploitation now and tomorrow

Dear President von der Leyen/Commissioner Dalli/ Commissioner Johansson/ EU AntiTrafficking Coordinator Schmitt

According to UNHCR, 4 million people have already fled to the European Union and other
neighboring countries since the war began in Ukraine on February 24, 2022. Women and children in
particular are on the run. They have been through traumatic experiences and are in great fear for
their families and the future of their country. These people are particularly vulnerable and need the
greatest possible protection. Since the beginning of the war, however, we have also seen that
criminals abuse the desperate situation of the refugee women and children for their own benefit.
Human traffickers try to trap and mislead women and children during their escape or in the arrival
states within the European Union with dubious offers. Girls and women with disabilities are also
targets. At the borders, railroad stations and distribution points, there have been recruitment
attempts that clearly point to the prostitution milieu. Europol already warned on March 21 that
established human trafficking rings will take advantage of the arrival of many potential victims in the
border regions of Eastern and Southeastern Europe in order to forward them from there to Western
states. This has been a well-known pattern of human trafficking in Europe not only since the
Ukrainian flight began.
Atrocities carried out by the Russian Federation armed forces and now documented in Bucha, Irpin
and other cities are a demonstration of use of sexual violence as a weapon of war. Women and
children, especially girls, are exposed to systematic sexual abuse. The abuse leaves lasting
consequences - physical and mental - and therefore puts these refugees in even more vulnerable
situation exploited by predators of the sex trade. Furthermore, pregnancies as consequence of sexual
violence are becoming another control tool of refugee women, equally exploited by restrictive
governments restricting abortion, and sex trade opportunists.
Trafficking in human beings for sexual exploitation is a well-known and serious problem in the
European Union. In 2017 and 2018 alone, more than 14,000 trafficking victims were registered, 60%
of them were victims of sexual exploitation and, again, 92% of them were women. Thus, trafficking
for sexual exploitation is a major threat in all member states for refugee women and children.
Human trafficking is a transnational problem and we expect that the current situation will lead to
more cases and Ukrainian women and children will soon be found in Europe's prostitution markets.
In a time of crisis, the deficits and negligence of the past in the fight against human trafficking and
sexual exploitation become clear. Human trafficking can only be effectively combatted if the demand
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for prostitution in general is reduced. Where the system of prostitution is legalized and legal
infrastructure for sexual exploitation is created, the business of women as a commodity flourishes
particularly well. We therefore call on the governments of all EU member states and on the European
Commission to act now and not allow the most vulnerable in society, refugee women and children,
refugees with disabilities, to fall victim to the political negligence of the past. A long-term solution is
required to sustainably combat human trafficking and sexual exploitation within the EU. It needs the
determined cooperation of all member states.
We demand to harmonize the legislation on human trafficking and prostitution within the EU and
to introduce the Equality Model based on the Nordic Model.
→ Criminalize the purchase of sex and thus dry up the markets for sexual exploitation. Prostitution
and human trafficking are inextricably linked. Distinguishing "customers" into those who
knowingly demand prostitution from trafficking victims and those who use prostitution in the
"legal market" does not work in practice. Any demand for prostitution encourages sexual
exploitation.
→ Criminalize the profiteers of prostitution who profit financially from the suffering of others.
→ Protect the most vulnerable: Set up exit programs to support women who want to get out of
prostitution and build up other perspectives. Provide a functioning assistance system for victims
of trafficking.
→ End culture of commodification and objectification of women’s bodies.
→ Reduce poverty and social exclusion which force women and children into prostitution.
And as an immediate measure – Do everything possible to protect refugees from Ukraine:
→ Inform them about their rights and the dangers of human trafficking, allow quick access to the
regular labor market, and for children to schools, register and screen helpers, especially private
offers.
→ Ensure that all public and humanitarian officials who might come in contact with refugees have
tools or are trained effectively on being able to identify refugees who are victims or at risk of human
trafficking and sexual exploitation.
War in Ukraine and the refugee women’s vulnerability highlights the gaps in national and EU actions
and give us the opportunity to do the right thing - recognize sex buyers as perpetrators of violence
and act accordingly.
Stand up for a Europe where women, regardless of their nationality, background, disability, age, and
educational level, can realize their right to a life free of violence.
With kind regards,

The Brussels’ Call – For a Europe free from sexual exploitation
The European Women’s Lobby – Together for a feminist Europe
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