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The recent upsurge of human trafficking1 suggests an
urgent need for nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) and government agencies in the United States
to increase their ability to assist people who have been
liberated from the traffickers. 

The State Department’s 2004 Trafficking in
Persons Report estimates that 600,000 to 800,000
persons are trafficked around the world. Of the vic-
timized, 80 percent are female.2 Human traffickers
frequently target the most economically devastated
areas—mostly in least-developed countries—where
women face unequal access to education and
employment opportunities. Traffickers earn approx-
imately $9 billion per year, profiting primarily from
forced labor and slavery in places such as brothels,
homes, farms, and sweatshops. Unfortunately, traf-
ficking of human beings is not just happening in
less-developed countries. The U.S. Department of
Justice estimates that 14,000 to 17,500 people are
trafficked into the United States annually.3

The Prevalent Response and their Impacts
In the United States, anti-trafficking efforts primarily
focus on sex labor and are
used as an opportunity to
promote conservative
moral and religious values.
Regrettably, this conserva-
tive approach de-empha-
sizes self-determination,
which has a demoralizing effect on the victims, while
amplifying the stigma of sex trafficking and increasing
the perception that trafficked persons often have no
choice but to remain in sex slavery. 

The conservative approach that has been espoused
by the U.S. government also limits the ability of govern-
ment-funded organizations to run effective programs to
assist victims of trafficking. For example, Chris Smith (R-
N.J.), co-chair of the House Pro-Life Caucus, advocated
for legislation that resulted in provisions prohibiting
U.S. government-funded NGOs from discussing abor-
tion and prostitution when speaking with survivors.4

In June 2005, the United States Agency for
International Development (USAID) issued a policy
directive to NGOs receiving USAID funding—both
foreign and domestic—instructing recipient groups to
“not endorse or utilize a multisectoral approach to
combatting HIV/AIDS, or to not endorse, utilize or
participate in a prevention method or treatment pro-
gram to which the organization has a religious or
moral objection … require recipients to agree that
they oppose prostitution and trafficking.”5

Requiring NGOs to publicly state that they are
against prostitution fails to acknowledge that many
people who might need the groups’ services have no
choice but to work in prostitution in order feed their
families and survive. 

In 2006, the U.S. government provided funding
to the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops
(USCCB), through the Office of Refugee
Resettlement, to administer “per capita victim serv-
ices” funding to U.S. service providers. In order to
access the funds, recipients must sign a statement
certifying that “funds shall not be used to provide
referral for abortion services or contraceptive mate-

rials, pursuant to this contract.” There are no provi-
sions in the contracts for consideration of abortion
in instances of rape, incest, or life-saving surgery.
Additionally, if victims of sex trafficking being
assisted by the grantee are revictimized, they will
not have access to life-saving education regarding
contraceptive methods, such as condom use. 

This USCCB directive is similar to the controversial
“global gag rule,” which prohibits discussions of abor-
tion by foreign NGOs receiving U.S. funding. The
“global gag rule” restricts freedom of speech, prevents
open debate on abortion, and would be deemed
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unconstitutional if implemented in the United States.6

The USCCB, although not a government entity, sends a
clear message that public denouncement of abortion is
sanctioned by the U.S. government. 

The sensationalization in the media and entertain-
ment industry7 of trafficking for purposes of prostitu-
tion and sexual labor contributes to the skewed per-
spective of trafficked persons as passive victims. It also

promotes the stereotyping of these victims as primari-
ly sexual slaves and neglects to recognize trafficking
for purposes of other labor.8 A 2004 study estimated
that less than half of human trafficking cases in the
United States were related to prostitution. Domestic
workers, agricultural workers, and sweatshops repre-
sent the second-, third-, and fourth-largest groups of
persons, respectively, that are trafficked into the
United States.9 Understanding the many forms of
human trafficking will further highlight the root caus-
es of trafficking: the need for forced labor and the
impact of globalization on the economic survival of
families and individuals in less-developed nations.

An Alternative Approach
Community-based organizations (CBOs) must have the
resources to implement grassroots organizing strategies
that encourage communities to accept trafficking sur-
vivors and promote broad understanding of the multi-
ple challenges that victims face. Programs must have
progressive analyses that take into consideration the
economic roots of human trafficking. They must con-
tribute to social change and develop responses that
honor the dignity of trafficked persons and those vul-
nerable to human trafficking. 

In the United States, as a result of the Trafficking
Victims Protection Act (TVPA) of 2000 new
resources were made available for CBOs that had
been providing unfunded services to survivors of
trafficking. Additionally, organizations that did not
previously serve victims of human trafficking were
able to access these funds to increase their capacity

to respond to the needs of their new constituency
and develop protocols for delivering services. Many
of these CBOs are also involved in assisting sur-
vivors of domestic violence and follow traditional
practices of survivor-centered approaches, including
advocating for support both of the survivors’ self-
determination and empowerment. CBOs serving sur-
vivors of trafficking have adapted similar approach-

es centered on advocating
for the rights of the sur-
vivors to determine their
own next steps, while also
providing the survivors
with information and

resources to facilitate safer choices (e.g., using con-
doms and pursuing work that will not requiring put-
ting them in harms way).

These challenges are compounded by the reality
that many survivors will likely go back to sexual labor
and face revictimization. Fear of physical harm to
themselves and their family members is the most over-
whelming reason for returning to sexual labor. Other
reasons  for this seemingly illogical trend is the vic-
tims’ distrust of service providers, immigration servic-
es, law enforcement, criminal justice systems, and
others with whom they might come into contact
postliberation. Lack of culturally relevant and safe
social networks, fear of stigma and ostracization from
the victims’ ethnic communities—especially if
returned to their country of origin—and lack of knowl-
edge regarding available resources can also be barri-
ers that lead to revictimization.

To gain victims’ trust, those assisting them need to
understand the victims’ multiple levels of vulnerabil-
ity, cultural and spiritual differences, and experiences
tied to race, gender, and class. This can further the
trafficking survivors’ efforts toward self-determination
and help them locate supportive social networks.
CBO staffing and services must include training on
and development of culturally relevant protocols for
service provision as well as representation from
diverse ethnic communities and languages or
dialects. Above all, staff and people from potentially
supportive social networks must have opportunities to
enhance their ability to support survivors without
judgment and without patronizing, while providing
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validation and encouragement. In the best of all
worlds, survivors will have opportunities to become
grassroots organizers as well as service providers
themselves.

Funding Self-determination: Survivors and
Community-Based Organizations
Progressive efforts to combat human trafficking need
additional support from the philanthropic community
to develop no-strings-attached, comprehensive
approaches to assisting victims and preventing revic-
timization. 

Funders should consider the following:
> Provide resources and technical assistance that are

survivor-centered and incorporate survivor’s inputs;
> Develop and fund research initiatives on human traf-

ficking that include needs assessments and program

evaluations, as well as provide the appropriate
resources to projects to ensure their effectiveness;

> Establish criteria on culturally relevant services and
grassroots organizing that are clearly outlined in the
requests for proposals and program monitoring
processes;

> Establish funding priorities that incorporate critical
analyses of the race, gender, and class aspects of
human trafficking; and,

> Challenge discourse and policies that reinforce con-
servative agendas and prioritize morality of the con-
servative right over human dignity.

Human trafficking is one of the worst violations of
civil and labor rights, as well as the basic human right
to a life free from exploitation and violence. Response
systems to survivors of human trafficking should not be
guided by the values of the conservative right—at its
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root, human trafficking is an issue of human rights,
social justice, social change, and liberation.

Norma Timbang is a cross cultural program development
and evaluation consultant with 15 years experience
working with  survivors of domestic violence, sexual
assault, and human trafficking. She is at-large board
member and chair of the Program Committee at the
National Asian Pacific American Women’s Forum.
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