
 
This submission is intended for the attention of the Minister for Justice and Equality with a view to 
informing the Minister’s decision in relation to future regulation on prostitution in Ireland 
following the review of current legislation by the Joint Committee on Justice, Defence and Equality. 
It presents the urgent necessity to tackle the demand for underage prostitution and child 
trafficking in order to protect the most vulnerable children and adolescents in our society from 
sexual exploitation and abuse. It proposes various measures which could be introduced to combat 
this demand more efficiently, as well as further measures which could be implemented to protect 
children and young people from exploitation, and to assist the rehabilitation of those who have 
been trafficked or abused for commercial sexual exploitation.  
 

 
Summary  
 
In recent years numerous reports and investigations have highlighted the exploitation and 
abuse of children and adolescents in the Irish commercial sex industry. Children abused 
through prostitution and other forms of commercial sexual exploitation are likely to have 
experienced prior sexual, physical, or emotional abuse, have little or no familial support, and 
may have been placed in or have left state care. Despite the enactment of national and 
international legislation to prevent such crimes from occurring, the trafficking and underage 
prostitution of children persists in Ireland, highlighting an urgent need for further measures 
to be taken to safeguard all children in the State. Specifically, this submission calls for 
measures to be implemented which tackle the demand for the trafficking and sexual 
exploitation of children, recognizing that the overall strategy needs to target the entire sex 
industry, as the prostitution market is not divided by age, but is rather sustained by both 
adult women and underage girls 
 

 
Introduction  
 
Trafficking of children for commercial sexual exploitation is outlawed in Ireland, both by 
domestic law and through various international legislative structures, including EU Directives 
and the UN Palermo Protocol. However, despite this robust legislative framework vulnerable 
children continue to be trafficked into and within Ireland for the purposes of sexual 
exploitation.  
 
The sex trade is inherently covert, and is particularly so in the case of child prostitution, 
therefore the scale of this crime globally is not fully known. However, it is clear that Ireland 
is not immune from this crime; the fact that children are exploited in the Irish indoor sex 
trade is undeniable. This exploitation has been highlighted repeatedly through the media, 
criminal trials, Government reports, NGO research and international evaluations. In 2010 
during the court proceedings against Thomas J. Carroll, it was revealed that his brothel 
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operation included selling of girls as young as 15 and 17.1 In 2009 the National Advisory 
Committee on Drugs published a report “Drug Use, Sex Work and the Risk Environment in 
Dublin” based on 35 interviews with Irish drug addicted persons engaged in street 
prostitution. The report concluded that a “significant minority” of them entered prostitution 
as minors. 2 A report published by the Immigrant Council in 2009 exploring the trafficking of 
migrant women into the Irish sex trade found that of 102 cases identified over a 21 month 
period by ten services, 11 were children at the time they were trafficked to Ireland. 3  
 
Annual Reports from the Department of Justice’s Anti-Human Trafficking Unit have 
confirmed the continuing trend of child trafficking into/within Ireland for the purposes of 
sexual exploitation. In 2012 out of 48 identified victims of trafficking 23 were minors, 19 of 
whom were Irish, and all of whom had been trafficked for the purpose of sexual 
exploitation.4 This was a significant increase from the 2011 report, which found that of the 
57 identified victims of trafficking 13 were minors, 7 of whom had been trafficked for sexual 
exploitation. 5 More recently the US State Department’s Trafficking in Persons Report (TIP) 
2014 found that in 2013 of 44 victims of trafficking 16 were children, including 11 Irish 
children who had been trafficked for sexual exploitation.6 
 
 
International Norms 
 
The trafficking and prostitution of children in Ireland, though shocking, reflects the 
international problem. In a large scale international study by Farley et al. (2003) 47% of the 
854 women interviewed across nine countries had entered prostitution before 18 
(interviewees were aged 12-68).7A global study on the health impacts of trafficking for 
sexual exploitation found that 12% of the 207 women and girls interviewed in 
shelters/services were between 15 and 17 when they were found.8 The high rates of 
children found in prostitution supports arguments that the female prostitution market is not 
separated between adult women and under-age girls, but rather all are exploited in the 
same sex markets, where the demand for younger girls and women is prevalent, and where 
the same kind of customer considers them as ‘interchangeable goods’. 9 
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Risk Factors  
 
Organisations specialising in children’s rights and welfare, women’s health and sexual abuse 
agree that individuals at high risk of being prostituted as minors are those lacking family 
supports, those who have left State care, those who have experienced homelessness, those 
who suffer from alcohol and/or drug addictions, and separated or trafficked children.10 
Children who have been abused sexually, physically or emotionally are also extremely 
vulnerable to grooming for prostitution. In the study by Farley et al (2003) referred to above 
of the 854 women interviewed 63% has been sexually abused as children. Based on  their 
work with agencies focusing on  vulnerable children including the HSE Separated Children 
Team and residential care homes, Ruhama noted in their 2011 annual report that 
“prostitution was a reality for children as young as 14 years old”.11  
 
Barnardos have highlighted that separated children and children who have left the care 
system are of particular concern. In their submission to the Justice Committee’s Review on 
Prostitution Barnardos pointed out that “of the 513 separated children who went missing 
from State care between 2000 and 2010, 440 are still unaccounted for. 6 separated children 
went missing in 2011 and remain missing as of July 2012.”12 The above figures from the 
annual AHTU reports suggest that at least some of these children may have been trafficked 
internally in Ireland for sexual exploitation.13  
 
The United Kingdom has also acknowledged that child prostitution is a real issue which must 
be tackled. The British Home Office in recent years has focused their preventative efforts on 
children, acknowledging that entry into prostitution often occurs during childhood.14 
Barnardos Northern Ireland published a report on sexual exploitation of children and young 
people in October 2011. This research found that prostitution was one of the most 
frequently identified forms of sexual abuse suffered by children. Identified cases of child 
prostitution mostly involved third-party organisation and were for financial gain. 15 The 
report also found that like in the Republic of Ireland children in care in Northern Ireland 
were also found to be at greater risk of sexual exploitation than those outside the care 
system.  
 
 
Current Policies and Laws  
 
Underage Prostitution and Child Trafficking are outlawed under several Acts, including the 

                                            
10

Shannon, Geoffrey (2010). Fourth Report of the Special Rapporteur on Child Protection – A Report Submitted 
to the Oireachtas; p112.  
11

 Ruhama Annual Report 2011, p. 9.   
12

 Barndos Submission to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Justice, Defence and Equality on the Review of 
Legislation on Prostitution 2012  

13 Barndos Submission to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Justice, Defence and Equality on the Review of 

Legislation on Prostitution 2012 
14

 Linda Latham, Service Manager and Clinical Nurse of the Women’s Health Service, Submission to the Joint 
Oireachtas Committee on Justice, Defence and Equality on the Review of Legislation on Prostitution, 2012.  
15

Beckett, Helen (2011). Not a world away: The sexual exploitation of children and young people in Northern 
Ireland: Barnardos Northern Ireland.  



Sexual Offences (Jurisdiction) Act 1996, Child Trafficking and Pornography Act 1998, the 
Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act 2006, the Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) (Amendment) 
Act 2007 and the Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) Act 2008.  
 
Ireland is also bound by international legislation on this issue, being Party to the United 
Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime and the Protocol thereto Prevent, 
Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children 2000 (the 
Palermo Protocol), and the Council of Europe Convention on Action Against Trafficking in 
Human Beings 2005. Both of these Conventions stress that Parties are obliged to introduce 
measures to discourage demand for the services of victims of trafficking, particularly women 
and children, as a preventative strategy.  
 
However, Ireland has failed to ratify the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution, and Child Pornography despite having 
signed it on the 7th of September 2000. Ireland is the only country out of all 28 member 
states of the European Union which has not ratified the Optional Protocol, and is one of very 
few countries worldwide which has not ratified the protocol to date.16 Veronica Yates, 
director of the Child Rights International Network, said on this point that “Protecting and 
empowering children by ratifying all three Optional Protocols to the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child is a vital step towards creating global respect for children’s rights. Ireland 
lags way behind other international States in this regard.”17 While the recent ratification of 
the third Optional Protocol on a Communications Procedure should be commended, it also 
serves to highlight the continued failure of the Irish Government to implement the 
legislation necessary to fully protect children from commercial sexual abuse and 
exploitation- fourteen years after committing to doing so.  
 
Despite the domestic and international laws outlined above children continue to be sexually 
exploited in a variety of ways and settings, often for commercial gain. Ireland remains a 
“destination, source and transit country for women, men, and children subjected to sex 
trafficking and forced labour”.18 The prostitution and trafficking of children for sexual 
exploitation in Ireland continues because the demand for this abuse is facilitated through 
the Irish sex industry, which places vulnerable children at risk. This demand must be tackled 
urgently through effective legislation to ensure that all children in this country are protected 
from those who would use them for their own gain and sexual gratification.  
 
An important step was undertaken recently by Deputy Marcella Corcoran Kennedy, who 
published a draft Criminal Law (Child Grooming) Bill in September 2014, following a 
recommendation made by the Justice Committee to create a specific offence of child 
grooming for sexual exploitation, both online and in general. This bill seeks to give clarity to 
this issue in legal terms, to ensure that those who seek to meet or gain the trust of a child 
for sexual exploitation cannot escape punishment through any legal loopholes.19 The EU has 
recently legislated further in the area of child exploitation by way of Directive 2011/93/EU. 
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By enacting Deputy Corcoran Kennedy’s bill Ireland would be brought into full compliance 
with the requirements of this Directive.  
 
However, while measures to prevent grooming of children are crucial, it is important to 
consider the evidence of the mainstream prostitution market, which is comprised of 
underage girls as well as adult women. Dr. Liz Kelly asks: “how can it be that on one day 
when the young person is 15 or 17 their involvement in the sex industry is exploitation and 
illegal, but on the next day-their birthday-when they are 16 or 18, this becomes not just legal 
but legitimate, a matter of choice, a form of work? What process can occur in 24 hours that 
transforms something inherently exploitation into an issue of choice and consent?”20 Citing 
Liz Kelly’s work, Dr. Monica O’Connor argues that attempts to make a rigid distinction 
between adult and child prostitution are not sustainable, and that therefore both must be 
tackled together through demand reduction measures. 
 
 

International Evaluations of Irelands Efforts to Combat Child Trafficking and underage 
Prostitution  
 
GRETA in its 2013 report on Ireland’s implementation of the Council of Europe Convention 
2005 urged the Irish Government to “pay increased attention to prevention and protection 
measures addressing the particular vulnerability of children to trafficking and ensuring that 
the best interests of the child are fully taken into account.”21 The report invited the Irish 
Government to conduct and support further research into human trafficking, highlighting 
the need for more data on child trafficking.22 This echoes the UN Committee on the Rights of 
the Child’s concluding observations on Ireland in 2006, which stressed the need for further 
information on child prostitution in Ireland.23 
 
GRETA also encouraged Government to prioritise the setting up of “a specific identification 
mechanism which takes into account the special circumstances and needs of child victims of 
trafficking, involves child specialists and ensures that the best interests of the child are the 
primary consideration.”24 The report stated also that Irish authorities “should integrate the 
prevention of human trafficking in the policies for children of immigrant origin, asylum 
seekers and persons with protection status”, acknowledging that these children often face 
discrimination which leaves them at higher risk of falling victim to human trafficking.25 
 
The OSCE Report 2012, the TIP Report 2013, and the TIP Report 2014 all recommended that 
social care workers responsible for trafficked children receive enhanced training on meeting 
the specific needs of vulnerable children, particularly separated children, unaccompanied 
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migrant or asylum-seeking children. 26 
 
 
Conclusions and Recommendations  
 
There is an urgent need for the Irish Government to introduce measures to tackle the 
demand for the commercial sexual exploitation in an unconditional and clear manner, 
because this will have direct effect on trafficking of children and adolescents. This 
submission has reminded of the internationally established fact that many people enter 
prostitution while they are minors.  The submission also emphasised that it is the most 
vulnerable groups of children who are at risk of sex trafficking and underage prostitution (i.e. 
those who have left state care, lacking family support, abuse victims, suffering from 
addiction issues, facing homelessness, etc.). The persistent problem with child trafficking 
and commercial sexual exploitation of children highlights the urgent need for further 
legislation to be enacted to effectively prevent these crimes from taking place. 
Implementing the unanimous recommendation of the Oireachtas Justice Committee to 
criminalise the purchase of sex will have a significant impact on the demand for the 
commercial sexual exploitation of children. The passing of legislation to effectively prevent 
child grooming from taking place, both on and off-line, will also play an important 
contributory role in protecting children from a most insidious form of abuse.  
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