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Abstract 
Child trafficking violates children’s rights and undermines their protection. Under-identification of child victims of trafficking has been 
reported to be a challenge globally and in South Africa. This article illustrates the process a social worker could apply when 
identifying child victims of transnational trafficking. Findings of the qualitative research reveal that there is no single point of entry for 
a trafficked child and thus there can be several actors in the identification process; it was also found that initial care and protection 
are also essential. The role of social workers in the identification-assessment-care process is highlighted. 
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VICTIMS OF TRANSNATIONAL TRAFFICKING: A SOCIAL 

WORK PERSPECTIVE  

Ajwang’ Warria, Hanna Nel, Jean Triegaardt  

INTRODUCTION 

Child trafficking violates children’s rights and undermines their protection. The way 

that child trafficking is defined is of great significance in its identification, management 

and prevention. An attempt at a more comprehensive international approach was made 

by the United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons 

especially Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention Against 

Transnational Organised Crime (2000), also known as the UN Trafficking Protocol or 

the Palermo Protocol. In the definition of trafficking, this protocol acknowledged that 

children under the age of 18 years cannot give consent to exploitation. Subsequently, 

this definition was effected in the South African Prevention and Combating Trafficking 

in Persons Act (henceforth referred to as “Trafficking Act”) (2013) to ensure that 

protection also extends to trafficked children. Section 4(1)(2) of the Trafficking Act 

provides the definition of trafficking and denotes that child trafficking is the movement 

of a child either within, into or out of South Africa, forcefully or not, with the purpose 

of exploiting the child.  This definition also includes children who are adopted legally or 

illegally, or forced into marriage for purposes of exploitation. 

However, in spite of the internationally acknowledged definition, the terms, issues and 

identification indicators around child trafficking continue to be points of confusion 

conceptually in policy and practice, even in South Africa (Loff & Sanghera, 2004). This 

confusion tends to affect the rapid identification of victims. Under-identification of child 

victims of trafficking has been reported to be a challenge globally, as indicated in 

international studies by Bump and Duncan (2003), Farrell, McDevitt and Faly (2010), 

Fong and Cardoso (2010), Gozdziak (2010), Gozdziak and MacDonnell (2007), 

Hepburn and Simon (2010), Hopper (2004), Oketch, Morreau and Benson (2012), Rigby 

and White (2013) and Sigmon (2008). 

Worldwide, it is estimated that 1.2 million children are trafficked each year (United 

Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 2007). Children’s rights, which are fundamental to 

their growth and development, are violated when trafficking occurs. Child victims of 

trafficking, whether trafficked domestically or across borders, are subjected to the same 

harmful treatment as adults. Therefore, their age makes them more vulnerable to the 

harmful consequences of the abusive exploitative practices. Child victims generally feel 

the direct impact of trafficking. However, it is worth noting that the consequences of 

trafficking also extend to the child’s family, community and country as a whole. 

Although these trafficking consequences are clearly outlined, in reality, they cannot be 

so readily compartmentalized or discussed in isolation. The ecological perspective can 

be used to explain the significant and complex interrelationships, influences and over-

lapping factors within each area of impact (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Friedman & Allen, 



530 

Social Work/Maatskaplike Werk 2014:50(4) 

2010). Thus, the consequences of child trafficking may both contribute to and/ or 

influence each other in diverse ways and they are often closely interwoven.  

This article is part of a doctoral study and sets out to identify the persons responsible for 

the identification of trafficked children. It is divided into three main sections: firstly, an 

overview of child trafficking in South Africa and identification of child victims of 

trafficking is presented. Next, the research methodology is outlined and the findings 

arising from the study are discussed. Lastly, the implications of the findings for social 

work practice are outlined and a recommended flow chart for identifying child victims 

of trafficking is presented. 

CHILD TRAFFICKING IN SOUTH AFRICA 

According to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) (2013), “human 

trafficking is a global problem and one of the world’s most shameful crimes, affecting 

the lives of millions of people around the world and robbing them of their dignity”. 

Many countries in the world are affected by human trafficking, whether or not they are 

party to the UN Trafficking Protocol. Almost every country is impacted on by 

trafficking either as a country of origin, country of transit, and/or as the country of 

destination. To illustrate this further, UNODC (2013) reports that victims from at least 

127 countries were exploited in 137 countries. These 137 countries were not the 

victims’ countries of origin, but were either countries of transit and/or destination, thus 

indicating the prevalence of transnational trafficking.  

Although statistics regarding trafficking of children are unreliable, it is generally 

understood and widely reported that trafficking patterns in Africa run from north of 

Africa to the south, with countries in Central, East and West Africa being referred to as 

countries of origin, whereas the ones in the South are regarded as transit or destination 

countries. According to the United States Trafficking in Persons (US TIP) Report (2013) 

and UNICEF (2003), South Africa was reported as being a country of origin, transit and 

destination. South Africa, though placed on Tier 2 of the US TIP Report (2013) for the 

third year in a row, recently introduced a comprehensive legislation that addresses 

human trafficking as a measure to counter the growing trends of trafficking. According 

to the 2013 US TIP report, the South African government does not fully comply with 

minimum standards, but it is making significant efforts to bring itself into compliance 

with these standards, which include prevention, prosecution and protection. 

The exact number of children trafficked within, out of and into South Africa is 

unknown. Further research by Gallinetti (2008) and Allais, Combrink, Connors, Van 

Rensburg, Ncoyini, Sithole and Wentzel (2010) failed to produce any comprehensive 

insights into and statistics on trafficking. However, that does not mean that South 

African children are not trafficked and/or that children are not trafficked into South 

Africa. According to the Lexis Nexis’s Human Trafficking Awareness Index (2013), 

media articles across Africa report that 54.5% of trafficked victims in Africa are 

children. In South Africa non-governmental organisations (NGOs) reported that 60% of 

trafficking victims are children (US TIP Report, 2010, 2012).  
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Research on human trafficking in South Africa has been primarily carried out by 

UNICEF (2003), Martens, Pieczkowski and Van Vuuren-Smyth (2003), Allais et al. 

(2010) and Molo Songololo (2000, 2003). The findings from these studies report that 

South Africa is a country of origin, transit and destination, and that the child victims are 

of both genders, with a majority being trafficked to South Africa for sexual and labour 

exploitation. The studies acknowledge that half of the child victims had been abducted, 

whereas the rest were recruited with false promises of employment, marriage and 

education. This shows that socio-economic dynamics also play a big role in the 

vulnerability of trafficked children (De Lange, 2007; Dottridge, 2004; Sawadogo, 2012, 

United Nations Education and Scientific Organisation (UNESCO), 2007) as well as re-

trafficked children (Brunovskis & Surtees, 2012; Jobe, 2010). 

Kamidi (2007) and Sigfridsson (2012) researched general aspects of child trafficking, 

whereas Van der Watt and Ovens (2012) studied the practice of ukutwala, i.e. forced 

marriages. Recently, Allais (2013) argued that trafficking of boys and men is under-

researched in South Africa. Researchers who have looked at sexual exploitation in the 

context of trafficking in South Africa include Hilton (2007), Kennedy (2010), 

Kropiwnicki (2012), Kruger and Oosthuizen (2012) and Lutya (2010). Limited research 

on the identification of child victims of transnational trafficking is a cause for concern, 

because presumed cases of child trafficking continue to be identified in South Africa. 

IDENTIFICATION OF CHILD VICTIMS OF TRAFFICKING 

According to Herman (cited in Bhana & Hochfeld, 2001), continuous trauma in 

childhood has the potential to form and deform a child’s emerging personality. In spite 

of the resource-scarce environments that some of the child victims come from, 

trafficking further robs children of the psychological, spiritual, cultural and social 

development which they would have otherwise somewhat enjoyed had it not been for 

the exploitation. In addition, the children experience neglect as well as physical, psycho-

emotional and sexual abuse, and are deprived of satisfying typical developmental needs 

for education, care, affection and safety. Recurring trauma, because of the exploitative 

trafficking experiences, can manifest in various ways, although its presentation is 

influenced by the child’s age, available support structures and their stage of 

development (Bhana & Hochfeld, 2001). International studies by Bjerkan and Dyrlid 

(2006), UNICEF (2003) and Zimmerman, Hossain, Yun, Roche, Morison and Watts 

(2006) acknowledge that the severity and range of symptoms exhibited by trafficked 

persons, including children, usually indicates the importance of intervening rapidly and 

holistically.  

Child victims of trafficking are invisible, because the exploitation they encounter when 

they are in the trafficking situation is not always visible, since traffickers use legitimate 

fronts to cover up their illegal actions. In child trafficking victim identification has been 

reported as a serious issue facing counter-trafficking agencies worldwide (Bump & 

Duncan, 2003; Gozdziak & MacDonnell, 2007; Oketch et al., 2012; Rafferty, 2008; 

Rigby, 2011); yet identification is the “institutional process that allows the potential 

victims of trafficking and related violence to obtain access to programmes of assistance 



532 

Social Work/Maatskaplike Werk 2014:50(4) 

and protection” (Aradau, 2004:43). Indeed, without correctly identifying child victims 

of trafficking and referring them timeously, it is almost impossible to contemplate 

developing and providing the necessary assistance that they require. Identification, 

referral and assistance provision go hand in hand. According to Aradau (2004:42), 

“without the identification of victims, the whole issue of assistance and protection 

becomes superfluous”. 

According to the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) 

(2011:16), identification of victims is usually based on the definition of trafficking as 

stated in the country’s trafficking legislation. The 2011 OSCE research report 

acknowledges that “various actors involved in victim identification have different 

agendas and tend to interpret the definition differently”. However, according to Bump 

and Duncan (2003:208), the first contact with unidentified child victims of transnational 

trafficking is likely to be made by immigration officials at the port of entry or detention 

facility, the police or social services/medical service providers.  

Research by Lange (2011) indicates that self-identification through hotline numbers has 

not produced the same high positive results in comparison to domestic violence and 

child abuse cases. Previous research by Clawson, Dutch, Solomon and Grace (2009) and 

the Polaris Project (2012) report that victims of transnational trafficking are usually not 

aware that they are victims, thus self-identification becomes a challenge. Wirtz (2009) 

also reports that victims of trafficking might have experienced various kinds of labour 

exploitation before being trafficked and therefore they might not think that trafficking-

related exploitation is unusual, illegal or abusive. Nonetheless, it has been suggested in 

the US TIP Report (2013) that victims of trafficking, whether domestic or transnational, 

should be involved in the process of identification whenever possible. Generally, it is 

essential that the victim’s participation in or during identification is not to the detriment 

of the victim’s psychosocial well-being, but that it is an empowering process which 

contributes towards safeguarding disclosure of trafficking experiences. 

After escaping from a trafficking situation, the severity and range of symptoms 

exhibited by the child usually indicates the importance of intervening rapidly. Initial 

assistance during the “golden hour”, or what might also be referred to as crisis 

intervention care, includes assessment and identification of trafficking, emergency 

medical assistance, making available resources that meet the child’s basic needs (such as 

security, rest, food), and specialised psychosocial support. Victim identification is thus 

crucial to the successful provision of these services by social workers and other service 

providers. However, the appropriate referral of victims is just as important as 

identification and assistance provision. Without proper identification, referral cannot 

happen, and without referral, timeous assistance cannot be given to the victim. 

Therefore, all these stages are connected and they form crucial inter-links in the 

protection of child victims of trafficking.  

According to the South African Trafficking Act (2013) and the Children’s Act (2007), 

irrespective of a trafficking experience, if a South African or foreign-born child presents 

as being in need of care and protection, they should be referred to social services. The 
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process for reporting and the referral of victims is different for children and for adults, 

as outlined in the Trafficking Act (2013). The obligation to report presumed cases of 

child trafficking applies to any person with a reasonable suspicion. This mandatory 

reporting gives the population a sense that something is being done about the issue, and 

that they can be part of the process. Thus, community policing is significant towards 

combating trafficking, since the community’s intelligence can be harnessed and applied 

timeously to protect victims of trafficking. 

Palmer (2010) researched the essential role that social work plays in addressing the 

needs of victims and survivors of trafficking. A study conducted in South Africa by 

Sambo and Spies (2012) looked at the role of the social worker in the prevention of 

child trafficking at primary, secondary and tertiary levels. Limited research on the 

identification of child victims of trafficking in South Africa is a cause for concern, 

because the South African Trafficking Act (2013) calls upon social workers to respond 

to, and provide support and assistance to, this vulnerable population. In the light of the 

above discussions, the following two research questions formulated: who identifies child 

victims of trafficking, and what steps should be followed in this process? 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

A qualitative research approach was applied as it promised to give deeper meaning to, 

and provide richer details of, the lived experiences of trafficked children (Fouche & 

Schurink, 2011). A narrative research design was used because the researcher was 

concerned with, and wanted to explore, the experiences of the trafficked children and 

key informants (Czarniawska, 2004). Purposive sampling was applied and the basic 

criteria for selecting the child participants were non-South African trafficked children 

exploited for any purpose, any gender, between ages 10 and 17 years when rescued in 

South Africa, and accommodated at government-registered places of safety. Ten former 

trafficked children were interviewed with a view to making the study child-centred 

(Wirtz, 2009). Data triangulation was used to enhance the credibility, confirmability and 

dependability of the study (Shenton, 2004; Weyers, Strydom & Huisamen, 2008). 

Interviews were conducted with 22 key informants, including social workers, child 

protection officers, researchers, victim empowerment practitioners, a detective and a 

human rights lawyer. The selection criteria for the key informants were that they should 

be available during data collection, and should have been working in the child 

protection field for at least six months prior to data collection. In addition, the social 

workers had to be registered with the South African Council for Social Service 

Professions (SACSSP). 

Participation in the study was voluntary and participants were allowed to withdraw from 

the study at any time and data that would have been collected from them would be 

destroyed and not used for the study. Informed consent and assent were obtained, 

anonymity and confidentiality ensured, and debriefing sessions were made available. 

Ethics approval was obtained from the University of Johannesburg (Strydom, 2011). All 

interviews were audio and digitally recorded with the participants’ consent. All data 

collected were analysed using thematic analysis as illustrated in Table 1. 
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TABLE 1 

PHASES OF THEMATIC ANALYSIS (ADAPTED FROM BRAUN & 

CLARKE, 2006) 

 PHASES DESCRIPTION OF ANALYSIS PROCESS 

1 Familiarising myself 

with data 

i) Narrative preparation, i.e. transcribing data 

ii) (Re-)reading the data and noting down initial ideas 

2 Generating initial codes i) Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic 

fashion across entire data set 

ii) Collating data relevant to each code 

3 Searching for themes i) Collating codes into potential themes 

ii) Gathering all data relevant to each potential theme 

4 Reviewing themes i) Checking if themes work in relation to the coded extracts 

ii) Checking if themes work in relation to the entire data set 

iii) Reviewing data to search for additional themes  

iv) Generating a thematic “map” of the analysis 

5 Defining and naming 

themes 

i) On-going analysis to refine the specifics of each theme 

and the overall story the analysis tells 

ii) Generating clear definitions and names for each theme 

6 Producing the report i) Selection of vivid, compelling extract examples 

ii) Final analysis of selected extracts 

iii) Relating the analysis back to the research question, 

objectives and previous literature reviewed  

INTEGRATED DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

Identification of child victims of trafficking can be equated to lifting veils of silence 

because the trafficked children are no longer hidden, but they become visible and they 

can be heard. Findings from the study participants indicate that child victims of 

trafficking were mainly identified by community members, the police or through self-

identification.  

Self-identification of child victims of trafficking 

Self-identification was one of the ways that the child victims of trafficking escaped from 

the trafficking situation. If awareness-raising efforts do not reach victims of trafficking 

in their countries of origin, self-identification in a country of transit or destination rarely 

occurs. This becomes a major challenge with self-identification as victims are not aware 

of the trafficking indicators and therefore they do not suspect when anything is amiss. 

The lack of information makes victims gullible and more vulnerable to exploitation and 

it prolongs their stay within a trafficking situation. The majority of the key informants 

interviewed acknowledged that lack of knowledge and awareness of self-identification 

are a key challenge when it comes to identification of victims of trafficking. This is 

illustrated in the following extract: 

“…there are a lot of community organizations that pick these. There’s one in 

inner city Jo’burg … They pick up a lot of children through their outreach work 



535 

Social Work/Maatskaplike Werk 2014:50(4) 

and once they talk to those children and even their mothers, they find that 

they’ve actually been trafficked but they [victims]don’t [know]. The women and 

children, they don’t know so that they can distinguish [for] themselves that 

that’s what happened to them. They just know that they have been deceived.” 

(Stakeholder 1) 

The interview extract shows that self-identification is rare. It is rare because unless 

someone more knowledgeable in trafficking, its indicators and consequences comes 

along, identification and subsequent rescue might not take place. This finding supports 

Clawson et al. (2009) and the Polaris Project (2012) research findings that victims of 

trafficking are usually not aware that they are victims. This study further supports 

Pearce, Hynes and Bovarnick’s (2009) findings when they interviewed practitioners, 

who concurred that children would not use the term “trafficking” to describe their 

experiences because it does not resonate with them and those exploitative experiences. 

What they could fathom was that they could not withstand the abuse anymore and they 

yearned for similar developmental goals like other children their age. True to that, the 

children interviewed for this study escaped from the trafficking situation, not because 

they knew they had been trafficked, but because they felt tricked, cheated and also 

because they could not take the abuse and exploitation any longer. This is further 

illustrated in the extract below: 

“I ran away … because I felt it was too much. I suffered a lot … I was 

wandering around the streets, so the community called the police and said there 

is this child and then they [police] took me to [name of place of safety].” 

(Siphiwe, a Mozambican trafficked youth)  

The children interviewed reported elements of hurt, suffering and abuse, and mistrust. 

The researcher did not go into details of the abuse and exploitation, but by reflecting 

with them on the referral and service provision interventions undertaken, it was evident 

that part of escaping from the trafficking situation was so that they did not have to deal 

with the pain and hurt any longer. Thus, it is crucial that service providers be sensitised 

to trafficked children’s possible prior experiences in the hands of the trafficker (Rigby, 

2010).  

All the children who had escaped and were interviewed for the study reported that they 

knew it was dangerous to be on the streets alone. This was an interesting finding, 

because most literature on trafficked children begging on the streets have been linked to 

traffickers exploiting them in this way (End Child Prostitution and Trafficking 

(ECPAT), 2010; Segawa, 2013; Wenke, 2013), yet this study was able to establish that 

some children end up on the streets after escaping from a trafficking situation. A point 

of contradiction that the authors want to put forward is that when children are being 

exploited through begging, the trafficker offers some sort of illusionary protection. 

However, after they escape from the trafficker and they are on their own in the streets, 

fearful, with no access or knowledge of where to seek assistance, they are open to 

further exploitation by potential abusers who notice their vulnerability. However, that is 

not to say that being in a trafficking situation is better and safer than being alone on the 
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streets. Neither choice is safe for children, because exploitation will happen in either of 

the cases, subsequently compromising the child’s development and wellbeing (Human 

Rights Watch (HRW), 2010). 

Identification by community members 

In this study community members were highly significant in counter-trafficking efforts 

as they were able to identify and refer the most child victims of trafficking for further 

assistance. The community and its members lived within certain geographical 

boundaries, which increased their visibility and they subsequently ended up being the 

largest single source of intelligence and information. Another possible explanation for 

this is that community members tend to be more familiar with their surroundings and 

they are able to observe changes taking place within their environment, as reported in 

the case below:  

“There’s a case going on in Benoni. Those children are from Lesotho. They are 

brothers under 15. They came here with their uncle, for them to come and herd 

cows and livestock. They don’t go to school. They literally stay next to the kraal. 

They are actually staying with the livestock in a very small shady shack and the 

uncle is staying in this plush house, his children are going to school, after 

school they come to supervise these [trafficked] ones then they go back home. 

These children were rescued by one of our partners and when they were 

interviewed how they actually got there, they came here, they crossed the border 

without papers. They were asked to lie down. I don’t know what was put on top 

of them when the car was crossing the border and that on its own is human 

trafficking but I don’t think he [children’s uncle] knows that that is human 

trafficking…” (Stakeholder 5) 

The study’s field notes indicate that community members were generally suspicious of 

their non-South African neighbours and these suspicions grew with the sudden 

appearance and/or disappearance of foreign children being housed by the neighbours. 

The children were being over-worked in the house and made to engage in lengthy 

activities which were not child friendly, and some were not attending school even 

during school term. In other instances, community members noticed vulnerable children 

who had just arrived on the streets and were not hard-core street children. Because of 

their concern, the community members became inquisitive and talked to the children 

about what led to their current situation. Interestingly enough, these children were the 

trafficked children who had run away from unbearable exploitative trafficking contexts 

and were now on the streets. Through the intervention of community members, both sets 

of children i.e. those exploited in private homes and the new arrivals on the streets, were 

subsequently referred to the social worker or police depending on the proximity of either 

office. The interview extract below shows that effective community relationships can 

have meaningful results within the sphere of child protection. 

“…so the police found him, then the social worker brought him here. He’s 

saying that one of the ladies [community members] who took him from the 

streets, they took him to the police station, then from the police to the social 
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workers and then brought here…” (Sibusiso, a Mozambican trafficked child, 

through an interpreter) 

In another incident narrated by a social worker, several community members noted the 

suspicious activity that was happening within their community. These concerns were 

then reported to social workers at a designated child protection organisation, who then 

alerted the police. The nature of trafficking, the required criminal justice intervention, 

the necessary child protection measures and the sensitive investigation by the police 

warranted the trafficking process to be disrupted, as indicated in the quotation below. 

“In one case when the children, the girl child landed with us, there was good 

cooperation from community people. We informed the police and just before the 

flight was leaving for London from OR Tambo airport, the immigration people 

and the police moved in to stop the flight and they arrested this person 

[trafficker] and the child was placed with us [a place of safety].” (Social 

worker 7) 

As shown in the extract, the contribution that community members have made in South 

Africa towards identification of victims and subsequent arrest of traffickers is positive. 

The information brought forward by community members through community policing 

has led to more children being protected. It is evident that the principles underpinning 

community policing, which influenced positive identification of victims, is based on 

strong reliance on well-built and negotiated community relations between the police, the 

social workers and the community. The ripple effect of this is that these community 

members are then more likely to call on the police or the social worker again and come 

forward with information in future (OSCE, 2011; Protection Project, 2012). In the light 

of the above, it is quite clear that identification by a social worker or the police might 

not always happen in most areas in South Africa, because of their low ratio to the high 

population being served. Therefore, it becomes essential to empower community 

members and to educate them on trafficking, its prevalence, potential indicators, rights 

of victims and available resources for reporting cases. 

Identification of victims by police officers 

Policing includes a wide array of activities such as investigating and preventing crimes, 

and in this study it included child protection through identification of child victims of 

trafficking. As evidenced by this study, the police have a great possibility of identifying 

child victims of trafficking through referrals by community members or through normal 

routine police operations. The children interviewed reported that when they were 

rescued by the police, the police happened to be at the point of rescue because the police 

were carrying out their normal routine operations. This was corroborated by social 

workers interviewed, as depicted in the following extract: 

“Most of the children who are trafficked are brought to the centre by the police 

… the police just find them on the streets and as a result, because they don’t 

want to see any child on the streets, they end up bringing them to the centre…” 

(Social worker 1) 
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The police were  reported in the previous interview extract as trying to maintain order 

through the removal of prostitutes, criminals, and children living and working on the 

streets. However, during these routine operations it seems they come across vulnerable 

trafficked children. This finding seems to be consistent with and supports OSCE’s 

(2011) report that police gain information about trafficking by controlling what they 

consider to be problematic areas, especially during patrolling. This indicates that 

identification can also be informed by police investigations of other crimes, which are 

either directly or indirectly linked to trafficking such as domestic violence, prostitution, 

kidnapping and drug trafficking. In this study the  children found during the police 

routine operations were presumed to be victims of trafficking. With further interaction, 

the police were able to ascertain the status of the children by asking questions that 

assisted them to make a decision as to whether the crime of child trafficking was being 

committed and to establish the child’s identity as a victim of trafficking.  

In this study victim identification by the police did not take place at the location of 

exploitation or where the child was found. Prior to the police starting to interrogate the 

children who were interviewed for this research, it was evident that they assessed the 

immediate needs of the children and in certain instances either sent the children for 

medical care, psychosocial support or provided them with something to eat first. This 

study has been able to demonstrate that the children were clearly treated with respect, as 

their physiological needs were attended to first. The police then subsequently asked 

questions related to personal information, recruitment, transportation and exploitation. 

During data collection there were similar responses from the children interviewed on the 

type of questions asked by the police, such as biographical information, trafficker details 

and the potential trafficking indicators, which included trafficking routes and the 

experiences of abuse. In addition to this, the key informants reported that the child’s 

behaviours were also being observed to establish congruency with the story being 

narrated or for signs of emotional instability and discomfort. The following brief extract 

is that of a child who was trafficked by her father when she was asked about the 

interview with the police:   

“… like where’s my father, how comes I’m living here and all those 

questions…” (Siphiwe, a Mozambican trafficked youth) 

According to the South African Police Service (SAPS) National Instructions on Victim 

Empowerment (forthcoming), the comprehensive report based on this first contact has to 

be passed on to the investigating officer, after a case has been opened at the police 

station. There is an assumption that this did not happen. It is difficult to explain this 

result, but it might be related to the fact that from the research interviews it was evident 

that no police officer contacted the children once they had been placed in alternative 

care.  

Evidently, all the children interviewed were not informed by the police why they were 

being questioned and neither were they told what will happen with that information or 

what it will be used for. This contravenes the UN Recommended Guidelines (2002) that 

govern processing of collected personal information from trafficked persons, including 
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children. However, on the other hand, age and lack of knowledge might have impacted 

on the information sharing by the police, as it was noted that probing for details from 

presumed victims of trafficking has the potential to be abusive to the children, if they 

are not ready to discuss what happened. Nevertheless, as argued by Pearce (2011:18), 

“good practice helps the child understand their experience of abuse while alleviating any 

sense of responsibility”. In this study it was evident that a majority of the children had 

high stress levels which did not make them much concerned about what was going on, 

or whether or not to trust the police person, but rather they longed and yearned for a safe 

place to stay and for their immediate needs to be met. In response to the question 

whether she would have wanted to know why the police were asking her many 

questions, a participant said: 

“Nooooo I was too young to think about that … I was thinking, hey if these 

people can get me to a safe place to stay that will be fine with me, so that I can 

continue studying, that will be ok …” (Siphiwe, a Mozambican trafficked youth) 

Children’s views of the police as safeguarding them from further harm were quite 

different from those depicted by the key informants in the study, who alleged that the 

police were corrupt, incompetent, lax and were involved with trafficking syndicates. 

This is supported by the extract below: 

“… we do come across allegations of police corruption and police inactivity 

that compromise the ability to, say if we can report of maybe child prostitution 

the police will go, they’ll do a raid, everybody will be taken to the police station, 

released and in a couple of days, everybody’s back where they were and there 

seems to be no in-depth investigations of where these people come from, how 

did they get there, and what kind of intervention definitely prevents us from 

helping those children effectively and dealing with the issue that they may 

actually have been trafficked …” (Key stakeholder 7) 

It is important to bear in mind the possible bias in the children’s and the adult’s 

responses. However, an analysis of these allegations points to the child victims’ rights 

being violated by the trafficker and subsequently there is further violation and secondary 

victimisation by the child protection and criminal justice systems that are meant to 

protect the children. In addition, it defeats the purpose of creating effective prevention 

measures through information shared by the trafficked victims. 

Identification of victims by social workers 

Social workers in direct and indirect practice can play key roles in the identification of 

trafficked children. This was acknowledged by the key informants interviewed, but 

interviews with children indicate otherwise. Only one child participant, as shown in the 

extract below, was identified by the social worker: 

“Social worker find me and bring me here.” (Maradona, a Mozambican 

trafficked child) 

The results of this study showed that social workers identified few cases of child 

trafficking. The reason for this is not clear, but it may be linked with the scarcity of 
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social workers on the ground. This is a cause for concern, because social work is heavily 

tasked with identifying and assisting child victims of trafficking. However, irrespective 

of who identified trafficked children in this study, social workers provided a key link 

during assessments, referral and service provision. All the children interviewed had an 

opportunity to meet with a social worker, at least once. The registered social worker was 

able to do an initial assessment of the presumed or identified trafficked child and 

ascertain his or her psychosocial needs and circumstances. On the basis of the available 

evidence, the social workers concerns about the child’s safety, wellbeing and presumed 

trafficking were established. It can be correctly assumed that the children interviewed 

had undergone statutory intervention, as they were being accommodated in registered 

places of safety, according to Sec. 155 6(b)(v) of the South African Children’s Act. 

Identification by social workers is directly linked to social work assessments. When the 

social workers who were interviewed in the study were asked how children end up in 

their care, there was a variety of responses. The common responses involved engaging 

with the child and finding out their background information and how they ended up in 

and out of the trafficking situation. The first extract below shows how the social worker 

applied an inquisitorial approach to determine if the trafficked child is in need of care 

and child protection: 

“You would find that with children who are trafficked, there is always a push 

and pull factor and we would look at that. An assessment is done on the 

circumstances of the child and we would look at what is the most presenting 

problem … and often the child is placed in alternative care. And that is how we 

render the services to the child and then ensure that the child is not exposed to 

those circumstances again.” (Social worker 2) 

The practical approach that social workers use, which was also highlighted in this study, 

is that once information is collected from the child victims, it is essential that it 

translates into action. Although the social workers reported that assessment and report 

writing for statutory work was routine, there may be complexities depending on the 

merits of the case, which may be influenced by the scarcity of resources in South Africa. 

This is illustrated in the extract below: 

“… the social worker will first take action. All the child protection options are 

available in South Africa … to end that exploitation. So that child can be placed 

in temporary safe care, depending on the circumstances of the child. The social 

worker might feel that the child needs to go into temporary safe care and I think 

in almost all those cases, all cases of suspected trafficking, those children will be 

taken to the Children’s Court as children in need of care and protection. Because 

in every single case a social worker would have to do an investigation to assess 

the situation of the child, the nature of the exploitation and take a decision as to 

the most appropriate care of that child in future.” (Social worker 5) 

The two previous extracts above and the next one all denote the essential role a social 

worker plays during needs assessment. The one below indicates how children can be 

involved in decision-making processes. It acknowledges the importance of the victim’s 
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participation and calls for social workers to listen to the children, because they are best 

placed to provide information and they know their needs better. This study confirms that 

good mental health is associated with participation. These findings further support the 

idea of child participation. This is illustrated by the following interview extract: 

“It’s the social worker who does the identification, because they admit the 

children and collect background information about the reason they are in the 

centre and just to check who brought them and why and what happened … We 

learn from them. They are the ones who give us information about what they 

think we can do. We call them teachers [laughter] because they know much. 

They know their problems much more than us ...” (Social worker 1) 

The three quotations are from three different social workers who were interviewed and 

if one is not knowledgeable or skilled enough in conducting assessments, one could 

erroneously identify fragmentation in how assessments for identification purposes are 

conducted by the social workers. Nevertheless, none of the approaches and modes of 

assessment applied is incorrect in their orientation. However, it may further be argued 

that each approach can be applied to a specific child-trafficking situation (Child 

Exploitation and Online Protection (CEOP), 2009). The authors would recommend that 

a combination of the approaches be applied in assessing child trafficking cases; but what 

really matters is that assessments are facilitated in a comprehensive manner that ensures 

accuracy, accountability and victim’s participation (CEOP, 2009; Pearce et al., 2009). 

This finding has important implications for developing initial assessments which 

minimises harm and provides baseline information and guidance to social workers on 

child protection services needed by the child. Reduction of further harm during 

identification is shown in the extract below whereby the police-social worker 

collaboration is encouraged: 

“Some of them [social workers] are very intelligent, very good intelligence 

gatherers for us [police] because we’ve actually communicated with social 

workers and say, when you conduct an interview, you’ll obviously have a lot of 

questions, but I would like you to slip this through when you’re asking about 

that. When you’re asking about that, you can ask them about this. When you’re 

asking about how you came to South Africa, just put in these two questions 

there. We would like to know the answers to these two, that’s what it is about.” 

(Stakeholder 13) 

IMPLICATION FOR SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE 

There are no formal, clear and accessible procedures for identifying child victims of 

trafficking in South Africa. In the light of the above findings, identification of a child 

who has been trafficked transnationally is a process and not a mere event. Thus 

fragmentations during identification can be better understood from that angle and also 

based on the notion that trafficking does not have a clear identifiable beginning, middle 

and ending, but rather the victim’s stories are reconstructed according to how the victim 

narrates them.  
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The key people identified as being instrumental in the identification of trafficked 

children include the victims themselves, community members, police officers and social 

workers. This adds to the point that there is no wrong door or single point of entry for a 

trafficked child, but rather that wherever a child first interacts with a service provider or 

concerned community member, the child can be connected to a broad range of child 

protection services.  

During identification social workers, other service providers and the community 

members providing assistance need to respect the voice of the child, whilst also 

upholding the best determination principle of protecting children and keeping them safe 

from harm and further abuse and exploitation. Furthermore, the informal identification 

of trafficked children by community members illustrates that the children’s 

identification process needs to respond to local trafficking trends and patterns and that 

the protection of children, even against trafficking, is a collective process requiring 

collective responsibility (Emser, 2013; Protection Project, 2012; Wessels & Edgerton, 

2008). These informal and undocumented referral mechanisms in South Africa for child 

victims of transnational trafficking need to be improved and better co-ordinated to 

ensure greater protection for children. Indeed, referral of trafficked children is not purely 

just about transferring the child from one service provider to the next, but it is a 

fundamental mechanism that ensures social workers provide integrated and holistic care 

to trafficked children. Furthermore, it was evident from the study that establishing 

cooperation mechanisms with various service providers and community members is 

valuable in the referral and subsequent social work assistance provision for trafficked 

children. 

Proper and rapid identification of trafficked children in South Africa needs to be 

prioritised so that there is uniformity in the identification of presumed cases of 

trafficking. This is because lack of awareness or the application of uneven protocols 

leads to the development of walls of silence, which perpetuates children’s exploitation. 

These walls need to be broken down and the following flow chart (Figure 1) suggests 

the identification process that could be followed:  
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FIGURE 1 

RECOMMENDED FLOW CHART FOR IDENTIFICATION OF CHILD 

VICTIMS OF TRAFFICKING 

 
Presumed case of child trafficking - based on 

suspicions of community member(s) 

Case is reported to a 

social worker 

Immediately secure the 

child’s safety 

Case is reported to a 

police officer 

Social work assessment according to Sec. 150 of the 

Children’s Act and Sec. 4(1)(2) of the Trafficking Act 

Police assessment according to the 

National Instruction (TIP) 

Recognition of child as 

victim of trafficking 

Child is not victim of 

trafficking 

Recognition of child as victim 

of trafficking 

Refer for child 

protection 

services 
Conduct needs assessment for direct 

assistance, focus on the following 

factors: 

 Socio-cultural; 

 Medical/ physical health; 

 Legal; 

 Psycho-emotional; and 

 Vocational/ educational 

i) Police register case and issue CAS number 

ii) Case assigned to an investigating police officer 

iii) Investigating police officer informs victim of the 

investigation to be conducted 

iv) Victim and guardian kept abreast of progress of 

the case 

Refer case to social worker for 

further assistance 

Report case to police  

 

 

The flow chart can be further adjusted to include identification by other service 

providers. It was also noted that because victims of trafficking are better at identifying 

other victims and target areas, social workers and other service providers should involve 

them in their victim-identification endeavours.  

The identification of trafficked victims is not an event but a process that is highly 

dependent on the child’s port of entry and the ever-changing trafficking trends and 

patterns, and thus training of service providers, especially the police and social workers, 

should incorporate these ideas. Without the bridge provided by the community members 

(See Fig. 1), it will be challenging for social workers to reach some victims of child 

trafficking. Thus, social workers can play a primary preventative role of facilitating 

regular awareness-raising campaigns and trafficking training for community members as 

a way of developing sustainable child-protection systems in South Africa. The benefits 

from these community-based child protection systems can be threefold, i.e. subsequently 
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increase the children’s network and circle of care, integration of local trends and 

patterns of child trafficking into case management, and acting as a link to the national 

child-protection system.  

Rigby (2011:333) concludes that “traumatized young people may not come out with 

beautiful precise, matching sets of information”. The combination of findings from the 

study provides some support for the conceptual premise that ultimately it is about 

recognising that every child has a story and a voice that needs to be evoked and that 

their participation in the identification-assessment process is vital. One of the issues that 

clearly emerges from this article is that identification of child victims of trafficking is 

not simple clear-cut process, although it is one way to ensure that the presumed 

trafficked child will receive appropriate care, support and protection. 
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