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What is the definition of trafficking? 
 
The 2000 UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, 
defines trafficking in persons as “the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of persons, by 
means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the 
abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve 
the consent of a person having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation.” The Protocol 
goes on to explain that exploitation “shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others 
or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labor or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude 
or the removal of organs.”  
 
This long definition can be broken down into three parts: 

 The Act: Recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of persons 

 The Means: Threat or use of force, coercion, abduction, fraud, deception, abuse of power or 
vulnerability, or giving payments or benefits to a person in control of the victim 

 The Purpose: For the purpose of exploitation, including the exploitation of the prostitution of others, 
other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labor, slavery or similar practices and the removal of organs 

 
How many people are trafficked and subjected to commercial sexual exploitation? 
 
Gathering comprehensive and accurate statistics on human trafficking is difficult given the underground 
nature of trafficking, the reluctance and inability of victims to come forward, and the vast and increasing scale 
of this crime. With this in mind, the following figures reflect the magnitude and general characteristics of this 
horrific crime. 
 

 There are at least 12.3 million adults and children in forced labor, bonded labor and commercial sexual 
servitude at any given time.1  

 An estimated 800,000 people are trafficked across international borders each year.2  

 Between 14,500 and 17,500 foreign nationals are trafficked into the U.S. each year3 (this does not 
include U.S. citizens trafficked within the U.S.). 

 According to UNICEF, as many as 2 million children are exploited yearly in the global commercial sex 
trade.4   

 A 2009 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) report states that 79% of identified cases of 
human trafficking involved sexual exploitation.5   

 A 2005 ILO report estimated that women and girls made up 98% of victims trafficking for sexual 
exploitation, and 56% of victims of labor trafficking.6 
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What can be done to combat trafficking for sexual exploitation? 
 
The destination for sex trafficked women and girls is the commercial sex industry and as long as there is a 
demand for women and girls in prostitution, they will be trafficked for sexual purposes. Therefore, curbing the 
demand for commercial sex by holding commercial sex buyers accountable can help reduce sex trafficking. In 
addition to curbing demand, we must address sex discrimination and provide real economic opportunities for 
women so that they can choose non-exploitive work to support themselves and their families.  
 
Sweden has effectively addressed the demand for commercial sex and sex trafficking by decriminalizing those 
in prostitution, and criminalizing those who purchase sexual services. This has led to a significant decrease in 
street prostitution, and has made Sweden an undesirable destination for human traffickers.7 Additional 
countries have taken this approach, including Norway and Iceland. Other countries that have not taken 
significant efforts to focus on the demand that fuels sex trafficking and who have legalized or decriminalized 
the prostitution industry have witnessed an increase in the prevalence of the sex industry and the incidence of 
trafficking in women and girls.8 
 
Addressing demand includes taking a strong stance against sex tourism. Sex tourists – individuals who travel to 
another country for commercial sex – fuel the commercial sex trade and the exploitation of women and girls 
from poor and marginalized communities. U.S. citizens make up at estimated 25% of sex tourists who travel 
abroad to exploit children.9  
 
Equality Now works with grassroots organizations around the world to combat the trafficking and commercial 
sexual exploitation of women and girls. Recent campaigns by Equality Now include calling for the amendment 
of the trafficking law in India to hold commercial sex buyers accountable, and calling for the prosecution of 
U.S. based sex tour companies whose clients exploit women and girls around the world. In addition, in 2007 
Equality Now established the Fund for Grassroots Activism to End Sex Trafficking which currently supports 11 
grassroots organizations around the world working to end the commercial sexual exploitation of women and 
girls.  
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