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The problem of sexual exploitation - facts and conclusions

about the situation in Bulgaria

(short review) 
The problem of sexual exploitation through the prism of trafficking in human beings
Human trafficking for the purposes of sexual exploitation is the most commonly reported form of trafficking in the European Union. Victims are mostly women and girls from Central and Eastern Europe (including Bulgaria).

According to the European Commission, 67% of trafficked victims in the EU are victims of sexual exploitation (95% of whom are women and girls), followed by victims of labor exploitation (21%), and other forms of exploitation (12%).

According to the 2017 Annual Report of the National Commission for Combating Traffic in Human Beings (NCCTHB) at the Bulgarian Council of Ministers, Bulgaria continues to be mainly a country of origin for the victims of human trafficking. In the current situation of increasing migration, the country is also becoming a transit destination for trafficked individuals.
 According to the data provided by the Bulgarian Public Prosecutor's Office on the registered pre-trial proceedings, the majority of victims of trafficking continue to be women and girls - approximately 90% of the cases registered by 2017.

According to the NCCTHB report the main conclusions about the trends in human trafficking are: 1) Trafficking in human beings for sexual exploitation continues to be the main form of (trafficking) crime in Bulgaria from 2014 until the end of 2017, with increasing identification of victims of trafficking for labor exploitation; 2) Over the reviewed time period, the large majority of the victims were women; in addition, the number of women trafficked for labor exploitation has increased; 3) There is an increase in the number of identified cases of trafficked pregnant women for the purpose of child-selling.

According to the Ministry of the Interior, NCCTHB, and non-governmental organizations doing fieldwork, there is a clear distinction between victims profiles, due to types of trafficking, they are involved in: In elite and club prostitution, involved are, mostly, girls and women of Bulgarian origin, with good education, and good or high social status. Respectively, girls and women, most often of Roma origin, with low social status, low education or no education are groomed for street prostitution. Victims of international trafficking for sexual exploitation are mainly young women, mostly from Roma communities, with little or no education, in a difficult financial situation. 
At present, there is a decreasing tendency for violent recruiting methods and violent inciting of the victims of sexual exploitation trafficking. On the other hand, the use of so-called "soft methods" suggesting use of fraud, financial indebtedness, dependencies and attractive offers (even for prostitution) is increasing. The so-called "loverboy" method is becoming more frequently used. Fieldwork surveys suggest that the "loverboy" phenomenon in Bulgaria is shifting into a "lover-husband" method: in many cases the pimps are marrying their victims. This reinforces the victim's dependence on her abuser, as the husband figure cares for the family, keeps the money for their future joint life, and so - by virtue of family values - it is not permissible for a wife to resist and betray her husband. If the wife becomes pregnant, her pimp-husband can sell the newborn, or raise him/her in exploitation - for thefts (pickpocketing) or begging.

It is not uncommon for women to become trafficked while seeking an intermediary for sexual services, thus following and overlapping the "employer-employee" model. There is also an increase in the number of cases where the victim and the trafficker share the revenue. In the cases of non-observance of this principle and/or untimely payments of money by the trafficker, the victim alerts the law enforcement authorities.
 
It is also noted that "with many cases, there is a lack of awareness (on the part of the victim) of the possibility of human trafficking."
 Indeed, given the victims' profile, their social status and the new forms of relationship between them and the trafficker, the victim in many cases remains oblivious to the prospect of trafficking.
The reports of the NCCTHB, as well as other publications on the sexual exploitation problem, focus mainly on the "trafficking in human beings", whose victims are predominantly women and girls from Roma communities – and these publications do reflect the reality accurately. However, significantly less frequent is the linking of "sexual exploitation" and "trafficking" to the specific characteristics and needs of the victims. It should be noted that there are many interrelated factors of the vulnerability in Roma communities
, one of which is the "disability" factor. There is a lack of accurate data on the severity of this factor, but field observations and testimonies in publications suggest that it is very high. 
Linking the disability factor to the vulnerability of Roma communities with sexual abuse and trafficking is not well outlined in the research. There is concrete evidence, however, of the impact of the disability factor on the vulnerability of children and women in Roma communities. "Given the high incidence of intellectual disabilities in Romani population and the increased risk of violence and exploitation among these people due to traditional denial norms, and to social marginalization as a whole, they are particularly vulnerable to all forms of exploitation and traffic."
 
There are studies among trafficking victims who also point out that a significant number of trafficked individuals suffer from mental disabilities or mental disorders.
 According to the US State Department Reports on trafficking in human beings from 2011, and 2012, there is a growing number of women and girls with mental disabilities among the victims of sexual exploitation trafficking in the Netherlands. 

The "specific needs" factor to vulnerability to sexual exploitation in the context of human trafficking is also recognized in the official documents of the Government of the Republic of Bulgaria. The Annual Report of the NCCTHB for 2017 says the following:
"According to the annual reports of the NCCTHB and the periodic survey analysis, in many cases the victims of trafficking (both women and men) are people with specific needs such as: 
· persistent health problems and/or chronic diseases; 

· persistent and/or prolonged physical disorders and disabilities;
· mental disorders and/or persistent psychological/psychiatric disorders;
· in human trafficking for organized begging - often the victims have chronic illnesses, alcohol addiction, or have been long-term unemployed, or homeless.”

Along with the above-mentioned risk groups, the reports summarize the steady trend for more men and boys to be identified as victims of trafficking (especially for labor exploitation and/or begging). Also reported are cases of males of different sexual orientation and/or self-determination, involved primarily in sexual exploitation trafficking. 

As noted above, publications usually focus on the issue of sexual exploitation trafficking for the purpose of income earning. The field of sexual exploitation in intimate interpersonal relationships is less susceptible to research. 

The problem of sexual exploitation through the prism of interpersonal relationships and online communication 
A research report
 by several European countries, including Bulgaria, states: "We know too little about the interpersonal violence and partner abuse experienced by young people in their own intimate relationships. In addition, many of the current European child protection policies do not recognize this kind of violence in intimate youth relations as a child protection issue."
 The report also states that "current research on violence in intimate youth relations are mainly focused on violence and abuse, as it occurs face-to-face. Few national and international surveys address the frequency of use and the impact of new technologies, including social networking/media sites, on interpersonal violence and abuse (IPVA)."
 It is also stated that new technologies could aggravate the offline-experience of violence, and that new technologies could constitute a separate form of abuse in themselves. 
The survey found that between half and two-thirds of girls aged 14-17 and one-third to two-thirds of boys from the five countries
 reported suffering from IPVA.
 The incidence of sexual violence varied from 17% to 41% in girls and 9% to 25% in boys. According to the data, most young people report online blackmail (control and surveillance), and not the application of physical force. Girls in England and Norway report mostly of online control and surveillance, one in three reports of some form of unwanted sexual activity.
 The study measures a range of factors influencing vulnerability to IPVA. Excluded are factors, related to special educational and special social needs of IPVA survivors/experienced.

Judging by informational and educational materials (including online materials), in recent years there has been a growing interest in the issue of sexual exploitation in interpersonal relationships between young people, including among young people with special educational and special social needs.

In the case of young people with special educational needs – recently the problem is being addressed more openly thanks to concerned parents, organizations and live-in institutions for children with special educational and special social needs. They usually outline the problem of sexual exploitation in youth relations as part of the more common problem: the insufficient basic sex education for this peculiar group of young people, or the lack thereof. The anxiety of parents and professionals is further provoked by the online challenges that young people with serious deficits of personal and social skills have to face. 
The Bulgarian Safer Internet Center reports that Bulgarian children are increasingly exposed to harmful Internet content. According to a 2016 survey, "about 15% of the children say they have been worried or scared by something they've seen online for the past year; and that constitutes a 10% increase compared to 2010. The probability of such instances surges as the children get older, but the 10% increase is valid for all age groups."
 It is particularly worrying that, according to the same organization, one third of Bulgarian children have communicated online with a person they have not met offline. "The most unsettling thing is that about a fifth of these children have met live with people they first met on the Internet. Compared to 2010, significantly more teenagers are willing to take such a step; in addition - for children over 15 years of age, online introduction to somebody unknown has become the norm."
 At the same time, more than half of the children do not share with their parents when something has bothered them on the Internet: about 44% of the children have never shared, and about 19% have almost never shared with their parents (about bothersome Internet encounters).

Prevention
In response to the problematic situation, a National Strategy for Combating Trafficking in Human Beings (2017-2021) was adopted in Bulgaria; and national annual programmes for preventing and counteracting human trafficking and victims' protection were implemented.
Prevention of risky behavior includes the tackling of the abovementioned vulnerability factors. Alas, complex economic and social problems in Bulgaria do not forecast a near resolution to the problem of human trafficking for sexual exploitation. 
Although the Bulgarian State has developed its own structures to combat human trafficking, there is more to be done on the practical level of primary prevention. 
The state education system does not offer opportunities for systematic work with students on prevention of risky behavior, including on the prevention of sexual exploitation. There are state standards developed for educational content, which are relevant to the problem, but the school subjects - in terms of organization and content - do not meet said state standards. There are schools dealing with trafficking in human beings, but mainly in clubs whose functioning is highly dependent on project funding availability.
With regard to the socio-pedagogical work on the street (fieldwork/outreach work with young people): the initiative is entirely left to NGOs, funding is irregular, furthermore – often the funding is a matter of chance. 

Family-type independent living centers for children with special educational and special social needs also lack the resources to work on the problem. Often problems resulting from sexual exploitation in interpersonal relationships become an excuse for the support workers to deprive young people of freedom and rights, and negate preventative and educational actions with them.
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