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Executive Summary

Child trafficking is a complex, evolving, and significantly under-recognised issue in
Ireland, particularly in the context of increasing digitalisation. This report presents the
findings of research examining Ireland’s response to child trafficking and ICT-facilitated
child trafficking, with a particular focus on prevention, identification, protection and
support for child victims. The research draws on desk-based analysis and stakeholder
interviews.’

Our research found that child trafficking remains significantly under-identified in
Ireland, including among Irish children. Stakeholders consistently raised such
concerns, including that children experiencing exploitation are too often being
overlooked, misidentified or treated primarily through criminal justice or child
protection lenses rather than as potential victims of trafficking.

The current scale of under-identification, combined with the rapid evolution of online-
enabled exploitation, requires urgent and sustained action across State and frontline
services.

While legislative and policy frameworks have developed in recent years, serious
challenges remain in ensuring that systems are fully effective in identifying and
protecting child victims. These include delays in operationalising the statutory National
Referral Mechanism (NRM), inconsistent understanding of the legal definition of child
trafficking, and limited capacity to identify newer and emerging forms of exploitation
such as criminal exploitation and ICT-facilitated grooming, recruitment and control.
The research highlights the growing role of digital technologies in facilitating child
trafficking and exploitation. Social media platforms, online communication tools and
gaming environments are increasingly being used to target, groom, recruit and exploit
children. These developments require a strengthened and coordinated response across
prevention, investigation and regulation — the current response has not kept pace with

the scale or complexity of these risks.

"The research draws on desk-based analysis and stakeholder interviews across government, law
enforcement, civil society and international organisations. The findings and recommendations were
further refined through a stakeholder validation process.
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Our research also found clear and immediate opportunities for progress, particularly
the importance of improved coordination across agencies, enhanced training and
awareness, and a more child-centred and trauma-informed response. This report sets
out practical recommendations for strengthening Ireland’s response to child trafficking,
including ICT-facilitated exploitation. It calls for urgent action to improve prevention,
identification, protection, and assistance systems.

Ultimately, the report provides a practical and evidence-based framework for a more
coordinated, child-centred and future-focused response to child trafficking in Ireland.
The key findings and priority recommendations, as identified through the research and

validation process, are set out below.

Key Findings

1. Child trafficking remains significantly under-identified.

2. Misunderstandings of the legal definition of child trafficking may contribute to under-
identification.

3. Implementation of the new statutory National Referral Mechanism is urgently
needed.

4. Children involved in criminal activity may be victims of trafficking or exploitation but
are not routinely being identified as such.

5. ICT-facilitated exploitation is a growing concern.

6. Children in State care and unaccompanied minors face heightened protection gaps
and exploitation risks.

7. Child victims and at-risk children are not receiving adequate and specialised
supports.

8. Training, awareness raising and multi-disciplinary cooperation are critical to

improving responses.
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Main Recommendations

Below is the summary list of recommendations.

Detailed and full recommendations are at the end of this report.

1. Legislative Reform

(a)
(b)
(c)
(d)
(

e)

Ensure full and timely transposition of Directive (EU) 2024/1712

Ensure consistent application of definition of child trafficking

Consolidate child trafficking offences within a coherent legislative framework
Strengthen legislative safeguards for child victims of criminal exploitation

Review legislative responses to ICT-facilitated child trafficking

2. ldentification of Child Victims and the National Referral
Mechanism

Operationalise the statutory NRM without further delay

Establish a statutory child-specific NRM or a child-specific pathway within the
NRM

Establish a national focal point for child victims of trafficking

Provide specialised training for all bodies participating in the NRM

Introduce clear timelines and accountability mechanisms within the NRM

Strengthen the role of statutory child protection services in identification

3. Supports and Services for Child Victims

Ensure child victims have immediate access to specialised, child sensitive
protection and supports

Strengthen the role and resourcing of child protection services

Expand and ensure quality of multi-disciplinary child protection models, such as
the Barnahus model

Strengthen victim identification and support through the ‘Social Path’ approach
Review age assessment procedures to ensure child protection safeguards

Develop specialised accommodation for child victims of trafficking
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4. Investigations and Prosecutions

(a)
(b)
(c)
(d)
(

e)

(f)
(€)

Strengthen specialised investigative capacity to address child trafficking
Develop specialised capacity to investigate ICT-facilitated child trafficking
Provide specialised training for investigators, prosecutors and the judiciary
Ensure the consistent application of the non-punishment principle

Review cases involving children convicted of offences where indicators of
trafficking may have been present

Strengthen protections for child victims during criminal proceedings

Enable and ensure access to compensation for child victims of trafficking

Prevention

Strengthen cross-sector training on child trafficking and exploitation

Expand education and digital literacy initiatives for children

Support community-based prevention and awareness initiatives

Ensure transparent and equitable State funding for awareness-raising initiatives
Strengthen measures to reduce vulnerability to child trafficking

Strengthen efforts to reduce demand for exploitation

Strengthen prevention strategies addressing ICT-facilitated exploitation

Partnerships

Strengthen international cooperation in combatting child trafficking
Strengthen cross-border cooperation between Ireland and Northern Ireland
Strengthen national multi-agency cooperation

Strengthen engagement with civil society organisations

Ensure meaningful consultation with civil society in policy development

Strengthen engagement with private sector to address online exploitation

7. Data Collection and Evidence-Based Policy

(&)

Strengthen national data collection on child trafficking
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(h) Ensure trafficking for sexual exploitation is consistently recorded as child

trafficking
(i) Collect data on both presumed and formally identified victims
() Establish clear responsibility for the collection, analysis and reporting of

trafficking data
(k) Strengthen research and monitoring relating to child trafficking

(V) Support monitoring and evaluation of national anti-trafficking policies
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1. Introduction

The Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (the Commission/IHREC) is Ireland’s
independent National Human Rights Institution and National Equality Body.2 We protect
and promote equality and human rights in Ireland.?

We are also the Independent National Rapporteur on the Trafficking of Human Beings;*
the Independent Monitoring Mechanism for Ireland under the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities;® and are expected to be assigned
the role of the Co-ordinating National Preventive Mechanism under the Optional
Protocol to the Convention against Torture,® pending ratification. Alongside Northern
Ireland’s human rights and equality bodies, we have a mandate to consider and report
on equality and rights issues with an island of Ireland dimension.” We also have legal
powers under the Gender Pay Gap Information Act 2021, and a fundamental rights role
in relation to the EU Artificial Intelligence Act.®

We are mandated to keep under review the adequacy and effectiveness of law and
practice in the State relating to the protection of equality and human rights; and to make
recommendations to the Government in relation to the measures that we consider
should be taken to strengthen, protect and uphold equality and human rights in the
State.’® We assist public bodies with their statutory obligations under the Public Sector

Equality and Human Rights Duty to have regard to the need to eliminate discrimination,

2 Established under the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014.

3 See our recently published Strategy Statement 2025-2027: IHREC (2025), Strategy Statement 2025-
2027.

4IHREC, Commission Takes on New Role as Ireland’s National Rapporteur on the Trafficking of Human
Beings (2020).

5 Section 103 of the Assisted Decision-Making (Capacity) (Amendment) Act 2022.

8To be provided under the Inspection of Places of Detention Bill, when enacted. See Draft General
Scheme Inspection of Detention Bill 2022.

7We work with the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission (NIHRC) in the Joint Committee, as set
out in the Belfast Good Friday Agreement. Following the UK’s withdrawal from the EU, we also comprise
the Article 2(1) Working Group of the Dedicated Mechanism, along with the NIHRC and the Equality
Commission for Northern Ireland (ECNI).

8 Gender Pay Gap Information Act 2021.

9 Article 77 of the European Union Artificial Intelligence Act 2024 . Department of Enterprise, Trade and
Employment, Minister Calleary announces key milestone in the implementation of the EU regulation on
Al (31 October 2024).

0 Section 10(2) of the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014.
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https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/edfbf-minister-calleary-announces-key-milestone-in-the-implementation-of-the-eu-regulation-on-ai/
https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/edfbf-minister-calleary-announces-key-milestone-in-the-implementation-of-the-eu-regulation-on-ai/
https://revisedacts.lawreform.ie/eli/2014/act/25/revised/en/html

Child Trafficking and ICT-Facilitated Child Trafficking

promote equality and protect the human rights of their staff, customers, service users

and everyone affected by their policies and plans.™

Independent National Rapporteur on Trafficking of
Human Beings

In 2020, pursuant to the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, IHREC was desighated
Independent National Rapporteur on Trafficking of Human Beings with the role of the
assessment of trends in trafficking in human beings, the measuring of results of anti-
trafficking actions, including the gathering of statistics in close cooperation with
relevant civil society organisations active in this field, and reporting.’

In our capacity as National Rapporteur, IHREC regularly reports to international bodies
such as the European Commission and the Council of Europe Group of Experts on
Action against Trafficking in Human Beings (‘GRETA’). We also prepare independent

reports of State action and thematic reports on specific areas.

Child trafficking in Ireland, including ICT-facilitated
child trafficking

The Irish State has committed to prioritising the identification and protection of victims

of child trafficking,' described by the European Commission as a:

“severe form of human exploitation, violence against children, child abuse and

violation of children’s rights’ which is ‘rapidly evolving and multi-faceted.”™

Children are particularly susceptible to becoming victims of trafficking in human beings

(THB)." This special vulnerability was recognised by the United Nations in 2000 in the

" Section 42 of the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014.

2Article 19 of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive (2011/36/EU)

Blrish Government (2023), Third National Action Plan to Combat and Prevent Human Trafficking 2023-
2027, pp5 & 21.

"“European Commission (2025), Report from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council,
the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the progress made
in the European Union in combating trafficking in human beings (Fifth Report), p6.

Blrish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p197.
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Palermo Protocol which defined child trafficking as the recruitment, transportation,
transfer, harbouring or receipt of a child for the purpose of exploitation.™

The definition of child trafficking is different to the adult definition. Trafficking of adults
requires that there be an action, a means and a purpose. The means element is not
required for persons under 18 years of age, in recognition of a child’s incapacity to
consent.' Neither adult trafficking nor child trafficking requires ‘movement’. For a child
to be classed as a victim of trafficking it is sufficient that they be recruited for the
purposes of exploitation.®

All children can become victims of THB, and their risk has increased in recent years due
to widespread access to the internet. A 2025 report by CyberSafeKids highlights that
94% of the children surveyed aged 8 to 12 years olds have a smart device, 83% of those
children used these in their bedrooms, with more than three quarters using devices
without parental supervision,' which according to the United Nations Office of Drugs
and Crime increases the risk of exposure to trafficking.?°

The risk to children of ICT-facilitated trafficking has become a serious concern for
governments and civil society organisations (CSOs), according to the Council of
Europe’s Group of Experts on Trafficking in Human Beings (GRETA), as the internet,
social media and online games are increasingly used by traffickers to recruit, exploit

and control children.?

8United Nations, General Assembly Resolution 55/25, 14 November 2000, Protocol to Prevent, Suppress
and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations
Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (Palermo Protocol), Article 3(a), (c)&(d).

ibid, Art 3(a) ‘Trafficking in persons’ shall mean the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or
receipt of persons (action), 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....... (b) The consent of a victim of trafficking in persons to the intended
exploitation set forth in subparagraph (a) of this article shall be irrelevant where any of the means set
forth in subparagraph (a) have been used; (c) The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or
receipt of a child for the purpose of exploitation shall be considered “trafficking in persons” even if
this does not involve any of the means set forth in subparagraph (a) of this article; (d) “Child” shall
mean any person under eighteen years of age.

8Qrganization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2018), Child Trafficking and Child Protection:
Ensuring that Child Protection Mechanisms Protect the Rights and Meet the Needs of Child Victims of
Human Trafficking, p19.

9CyberSafeKids (2025), Left to their own devices: The virtually unprotected lives of kids in Ireland, pp4 &
11.

20United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), Explainer: Understanding Child Trafficking.
21Council of Europe (2020), GRETA: Online and technology-facilitated trafficking in human beings:
summary and recommendations, pp7 & 9.

10
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https://rm.coe.int/online-and-technology-facilitated-trafficking-in-human-beings-summary-/1680a5e10c
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| always liken anti-human trafficking efforts to be similar to the efforts made over
the last two decades when it comes to domestic violence. | think 20 years ago in
Ireland, people were like, oh, it doesn’t happen here. We’re not going to talk
about that. We’re certainly not going to acknowledge it will open up a whole can
of worms. And | think that’s where we’re at with child criminal exploitation and
with trafficking in this country. There’s just this reluctance to even speak about or
acknowledge that it’s happening.

— Stakeholder 08

11
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2. Research aims, objectives and methodology

This research aims to map and assess the effectiveness of the Irish State’s response to
child trafficking and ICT-facilitated child trafficking through desk research and
stakeholder interviews. The research focused particularly on existing systems for
identification, assistance and support services for child victims and children at risk of
trafficking and exploitation, and on identifying and examining national or international
good practice. The evaluation and key findings, which form the basis of this report, have
been used to develop actionable policy, research and legislative recommendations to
improve Ireland’s response to child trafficking and ICT-facilitated child trafficking and to
inform the Commission’s future work as National Rapporteur.

The research took a mixed methods approach which involved desk research and
qualitative data collection. The desk research consisted of a review of relevant Irish, EU
and international legislation and policies, existing research relating to child trafficking,
and country reports on Irish State commitments and obligations in relation to child
trafficking. This desk research assisted with the development of 20 interview questions,
which were tailored to stakeholders.

Qualitative data was collected through 16 interviews with 22 stakeholders from various
public bodies and European, international and civil society organisations, working to
combat THB, child trafficking and child exploitation and to support child victims and at-
risk children. The 22 stakeholders consisted of 13 Irish public officials working in the
civil service or for independent statutory agencies; five representatives from civil
society organisations; one from a research institution; one from an international
organisation; one from a regional organisation and one official from a European Union
agency.

Interview questions for all stakeholders were designed to elicit their experience and
knowledge of child trafficking and ICT-facilitated child trafficking, emerging areas of
concern and good practice. Questions were open-ended and were loosely grouped
under the four Ps — prevention, protection, prosecution and partnerships — with
stakeholders encouraged to speak freely and/or to focus solely on their areas of specific

expertise if they wished. Where illustrative quotes are used, they are not attributed.

12
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Prior to commencing each interview, verbal consent was obtained for any recording and
where this was consented to, stakeholders were advised that any recordings and
transcripts were strictly for research purposes only and would not be shared publicly. As

noted, all stakeholder responses have been anonymised in this report.

13
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3. Child trafficking data

Inadequate data collection of the scale of THB and forms of child exploitation has been

identified as an area of concern by the Commission.?

Irish and European statistics

The Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission, the European Commission, the
Council of Europe and the US Department of State TIPS reports have all flagged the low
numbers of child victims identified as a key weakness in Ireland’s efforts to combat and
prevent child trafficking.?

The Commission has previously noted serious concerns regarding identification and

protection of child victims and children at risk in Ireland.

Number of child victims identified in 2020 to 2025

2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

2|rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024), Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p191.

Z|rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024), Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, pp8 & 9; European Commission
(2025), Report from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic
and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the progress made in the European Union in
combating trafficking in human beings (Fifth Report), p6; Council of Europe (2022), GRETA Third
Evaluation Report: Ireland, p5; US Department of State (2025) 2025 Trafficking in Persons Report: Ireland.

14
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No child victims of THB were identified in 2020 and 2021. In 2022 and 2023, five child
victims were identified each year, with 10 identified in 2024.2% Of the 20 identified child
victims from 2022 to 2024, 13 were cases of trafficking for sexual exploitation (TSE), the
vast majority of whom were girls, less than five were trafficking for criminal activities
(TCA), affecting equal numbers of boys and girls, and less than five were trafficking for

labour exploitation (TLE), affecting girls slightly more than boys.?®

Child victims 2022 to 2024 - types of exploitation and gender breakdown

Trafficking for
sexual
exploitation

65%

Trafficking for
criminal
exploitation

20%

Trafficking for

labour 15%
exploitation

B cirts M boys

In 2025, 18 child victims were identified. No detailed breakdown of gender, nationality
or exploitation type is currently available,?® however, An Garda Siochana has advised
that the large majority of child victims were identified via referral from the International
Protection Office. They also confirmed that a lot of the child victims held the same
nationality but none of them were Irish nationals, and that the types of exploitation
included TSE, TLE and TCA. The 2025 figure represents an 80% increase from 2024

although from a very low base.

24rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on Action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p8.

QSM-

2Minister for Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, Jim O’Callaghan TD, Parliamentary Question 745,
Tuesday, 24 February 2026.
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For the period 2022 to 2024, children accounted for just over 12% of all victims of THB
identified in Ireland,?” and just under 16% of all victims in 2025.2 While the numbers of
children identified as victims of THB has increased in recent years, the percentage, as
the Commission has previously noted,?® remains lower than the EU average of 19% of
identified victims,®° (previously almost 25%).*" It is also substantially lower than the
United Kingdom (UK), our nearest neighbour, and another common law jurisdiction,
where in 2023, 7,432 children were identified as potential victims of trafficking, 44% of
all referrals to the NRM.*2

One reason suggested by the ESRI for the low numbers of child victims was the decision
in 2017 of the Director of Public Prosecutions to reclassify some child victims of
trafficking as child victims of sexual exploitation.*®* However, the Commission has also
posited that this also contributed to how child trafficking is defined in Irish law?®* and has
recommended that all child trafficking offences be contained in one piece of
legislation.® The issues with the current identification system are also well

recognised.3®

#Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p6.

2®Minister for Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, Jim O’Callaghan TD, Parliamentary Question 745,
Tuesday, 24 February 2026.

2 Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024), Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, pp402 & 403.

3°European Commission (2025), Report from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council,
the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the progress made
in the European Union in combating trafficking in human beings (Fifth Report), p6.

3'European Commission (2021), Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the
Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the EU
Strategy on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings 2021- 2025, Com (2021) 171 final (EU Strategy on
Combating Trafficking in Human Beings), para 1. The European Parliament has noted in its May 2025
Trafficking in Children Briefing that child victims accounted for almost a fifth of all registered victims in
the EU (19 %), a decrease from 22 % in the 2019-2020 period and that this decrease may be a result of an
increase in online sexual exploitation of children.

32Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner & ECPAT UK (2025), Child Trafficking in the UK 2024: A
snapshot, p8

33Economic and Social Research Institute (2022), ESRI Research Series Number 139: Detection,
Identification and Protection of Third-Country National Victims of Human Trafficking in Ireland, p16.
34Irish Times, 22 October 2022, Child trafficking in Ireland: ‘It wasn’t fair forcing me to have a baby | didn’t
ask for’.

3% Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p193.

3¢ Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, 30 July 2022, Minister McEntee welcomes new
legislation as she marks World Day against Trafficking in Persons
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Although numbers of identified child victims in Ireland are low, the gender breakdown of
victims by form of THB are in line with EU data, where the majority of children, primarily
girls, are victims of TSE; but girls and boys are recorded as victims of THB of all types of

exploitation including TCA, and TLE.*”

Irish child victims

Ireland has attracted international® and national®® criticism regarding its failure to
identify Irish victims of THB. The Commission noted in its most recent report to GRETA
that of the 10 child victims of trafficking identified in 2024, none were Irish nationals.*°
Similarly in 2025, out of the 18 child victims who were identified, none of these were
Irish children.

The lack of identification of Irish children as victims of THB does not align with UK
statistics where 78% of child victims are UK nationals,*' nor with EU statistics, where
81% of child victims were EU citizens with 88% suffering exploitation within their own
country.*? The failure of Ireland to identify its own nationals as victims of THB is not
unique, however. Recent research in Northern Ireland demonstrates very low numbers

of Irish and UK national children identified as potential victims in Northern Ireland.*?

$’European Commission (2025), Report from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council,
the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the progress made
in the European Union in combating trafficking in human beings (Fifth Report), p6.

38US Department of State (2025) 2025 Trafficking in Persons Report: Ireland.

®MECPATHS quoted in Irish Examiner, (30 July 2024), State failing to protect victims of child trafficking.
“%lrish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p16.

41 Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner & ECPAT UK (2025), Child Trafficking in the UK 2024: A
snapshot, p8.

“2European Commission (2025), Report from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council,
the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the progress made
in the European Union in combating trafficking in human beings (Fifth Report), p6

43 Kane, G. and Chisholm, A. (2025), Identifying Modern Slavery and Human Trafficking in the Context of
Child Criminal Exploitation in Northern Ireland, p18.
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Identification of children under the new national
referral mechanism

Itis expected that, if fully operationalised and resourced, the new National Referral
Mechanism (NRM) will result in an increase in the overall number of identified victims of
THB. The Commission has expressed concern, however, that without child-specific
pathways, with clear and effective identification, protection and assistance processes,
the new NRM will not greatly assist in the identification of child victims.* The
Commission has also highlighted that an NRM is for identification, assistance and
protection —whereas the Irish legislation introduced in 2024 focuses on just
identification. The Commission has repeatedly called for child-specific identification,
assistance and protection procedures and has consistently articulated the view that the
identification and assistance of child victims merits a separate mechanism (separate
protocols, processes and procedures), in light of the distinct definition of human
trafficking of children enshrined in Article 2(5) and 2(6), as well as the specific
obligations to assist and protect child victims included in Articles 13 to 16 of the
amended Anti-Trafficking Directive.* The obligations to child victims will be further
strengthened under the proposed new Victims Directive which will increase the rights of

all victims, including children.*®

At-risk children

While all children are considered vulnerable to THB, certain cohorts are particularly at
risk. The European Commission notes how children in migration, particularly

unaccompanied minors, and all children living in residential and closed-type

“|rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p192, Irish Human Rights and
Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human Beings: Submission to the
Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human Beings (GRETA) on the
implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings
Fourth Evaluation Round, p176.

“5Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims,
(Amended EU Anti-trafficking Directive), Arts 2(5), 2(6), p13 -16.

“European Parliament (2025), Trafficking in Children, p1.
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institutions, both during and after their placement, are particularly vulnerable to THB.#’
The Commission has repeatedly highlighted the risk to children living in State care in
Ireland, whether migrants or Irish nationals.*® Research by the Sexual Exploitation
Research Institute (SERP) illustrates the risks to children in State residential care of
becoming victims of sexual exploitation and prostitution and the organised nature of
this exploitation by gangs and networks of predatory men.*°

Medical professionals working in the area of child sexual abuse are in a key position to
identify children who are suspected to be victims of trafficking for sexual exploitation,
including Irish national victims. The Laurels Clinic at Children’s Health Ireland (CHI) is
the paediatric medical service in the east of the country (covering all of Leinster as well
as Cavan and Monaghan) that is available to children and young people when a concern
or disclosure of child sexual abuse or sexual assault has been raised. From 2023 to
2026, the Laurels Clinic identified 24 children as potential victims of trafficking for
sexual exploitation.*®

The Child Law Project, in a report covering judicial proceedings relating to children in
care over the period 2021-2024, also highlighted its concerns in relation to nine
suspected child victims of trafficking and exploitation noting that, in some instances
there were fears that the children were being sexually or criminally exploited; that the
care placements were inadequate and insufficient to address the risks; and that
children had unrestricted access to their phone and the internet.> In one case, a

suspected child victim of trafficking needed to be transferred to the UK when no

4’European Commission (2021), Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the
Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the EU
Strategy on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings 2021- 2025, Com(2021) 171 final (EU Strategy on
Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings), para 5 and Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European
Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and
combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims, Recital 7.

“8|rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p32.

4 Canning M, Keenan M, Breslin R, (2023) Protecting Against Predators: A Scoping Study of the Sexual
Exploitation of Children and Young People in Ireland, pp52 & 53.

50The Laurels Clinic uses validated screening tools to identify victims and document their findings. An
internal Laurels Clinic report, shared with IHREC in the course of this research, indicated almost all
potential victims were Irish nationals and almost all were under the care of Tusla, with a history of
running away from care placements for days at a time. A copy of the report was provided to the
Commission and has not been published.

S1Child Law Project (2025), Falling Through the Cracks: An Analysis of Child Care Proceedings from 2021
to 2024, p56.
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suitable accommodation was available in Ireland.®? The report also highlights serious
concerns regarding the situation of, and care provisions for, unaccompanied minors
due to the absence of any clear legal obligations on Tusla under the Child Care Act
1991.%8 It refers to legal proceedings relating to unaccompanied girls who arrived in
Ireland fleeing forced child marriage, child victims of trafficking, and of being forced to
join a militia group.>*

The European Commission details how a number of other factors increase children’s
risk of exploitation such as gender, poverty, social exclusion, discrimination, low
education levels, membership of an ethnic minority or other marginalised group, or
having a disability.>® It also notes how any child who has access to the internetis also at
an increased risk of becoming a victim of THB.%¢ Although not focused solely on
children’s risk to THB, the Ombudsman for Children Office (OCO) commenced a Young
Lives at Risk research project in 2025 which will consider children’s exposure to
criminal and sexual exploitation and how it intersects with a history of family breakdown

and care, poverty and socio-economic status. ®’

o

52@.
Sibi

o

s p55.
54@

S5European Commission (2021), Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the
Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the EU
Strategy on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings 2021- 2025, Com(2021) 171 final (EU Strategy on
Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings), paras 1 & 5. Regarding gender, the European Commission
highlights that girls appear, in some respects, to be more vulnerable to THB than boys, given that the
majority of child victims in the EU are victims of THB for sexual exploitation.
%¢ibid, para 4.3.
5’0Ombudsman for Children Office, Young Lives at Risk Research Project Fashioned on the UK’s
Commission for Young Lives project, the OCO research will focus on the experience of children as young
as 10 who are exposed to family breakdown, poverty, educational exclusion, care involvement,
addiction, homelessness, mental health crises and criminal and sexual exploitation. The project involves
extensive consultation with children and aims to ensure successful early intervention, prevention,
trauma-informed practice, and long-term, comprehensive support for at-risk children.

o
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4. Child trafficking law and policy

The Irish State’s response to child trafficking, ICT-facilitated child trafficking and the
exploitation of children, is underpinned by a range of international conventions,

European Union law and Irish legislation, policies and strategies.

Law

International conventions

Ireland is a signatory to a number of international and European conventions and
protocols which have relevance to child trafficking. The Protocol to Prevent, Suppress
and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children (Palermo Protocol)®®
was adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2000 to supplement the UN Convention
Against Transnational Organised Crime.*® The Palermo Protocol was the first
international legally binding instrument to define THB and promote global coordination
to combat THB while respecting the rights of victims.®°

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child enshrines the principle of the best
interests of the child into international law and has been ratified by Ireland. Its Optional
Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Sale of Children, Child
Prostitution and Child Pornography has not yet been ratified by Ireland as of May 2026.%
At European regional level, the Council of Europe Convention on Action Against
Trafficking in Human Beings contains specific provisions in relation to the protection of
children and reducing their vulnerability to THB; special identification and protection
measures for children and unaccompanied children including a presumption of
minority; commitments to acting in the best interests of the child, protecting children’s

identity; provides a right to access education, accommodation and healthcare; and for

%8United Nations, General Assembly Resolution 55/25, 14 November 2000, Protocol to Prevent, Suppress
and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations
Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (Palermo Protocol).

%United Nations, General Assembly Resolution 55/25, 8 January 2001, United Nations Convention
Against Transnational Organized Crime.

5%United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, Organized Crime.

8'"United Nations, General Assembly, Resolution 44/25, 20 November 1989, UN Convention on Rights of
the Child, Article 3 and United Nations, General Assembly, 25 May 2000 Optional Protocol to the
Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography;
Ratification Status for Ireland.
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trafficking offences against a child to be considered aggravating circumstances in
prosecutions and sentencing.®?

Ireland is also a party to the Council of Europe Convention on the Protection of Children
against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse (Lanzarote Convention).%® Ireland has
signed but not yet fully ratified®* the Council of Europe Convention on Cybercrime
(Budapest Convention) which aims to improve international criminal cooperation
between States and private industry against cybercrime® which includes ICT-facilitated

trafficking.

European Union law

Directive 2011/36/EU® was previously the main EU legal instrument to address THB
which the Commission considered in its First and Second Evaluation Reports.®” In June
2024, this Directive was amended by Directive (EU) 2024/1712 (amended Directive)®®
which Ireland was due to transpose by 15 July 2026. The provisions of particular
relevance to child trafficking and ICT-facilitated trafficking are outlined below.

The definition of child trafficking in the amended Directive, adopted from the Palermo
Protocol, remains unchanged; however, new THB offences of surrogacy, forced

marriage and illegal adoption are included.®®

52Council of Europe, European Treaty Series, No. 197, 16 May 2005, Convention on Action Against
Trafficking in Human Beings, Arts 5(3), 5(5), 10(1), 10(3), 11(2), 12(7) 24, 28(3).

83Council of Europe, European Treaty Series, No 201, 25 October 2007, Convention on the Protection of
Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse (Lanzarote Convention).

54Minister for Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, Jim O’Callaghan TD, Parliamentary Question 684,
Tuesday, 3 March 2026.

8Council of Europe, European Treaty Series N0.185, 23 November 2001, Convention on Cybercrime
(Budapest Convention), Preamble.

%¢Directive 2011/36/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 5 April 2011 on preventing and
combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims and replacing Council Framework
Decision 2002/629/JHAT (EU Anti-Trafficking Directive).

%Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2022), Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Evaluation
of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive and Irish Human Rights and Equality
Commission (2023),Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Second Evaluation of the Implementation of
the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive.

%8Directive 2011/36/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 5 April 2011 on preventing and
combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims and replacing Council Framework
Decision 2002/629/JHAT (EU Anti-Trafficking Directive).

5Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims
(Amended EU Anti-Trafficking Directive), Arts 2(1), 2(3),2(5) & 2(6).
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The amended Directive aligns with the Victims Directive’® and Charter of Fundamental
Rights,”" requiring that Member States ensure that the best interests of the child is a
primary consideration, and that a victim-centred approach is adopted with children
treated as full rightsholders.”? It provides for children’s perspectives and capacity to be
taken into account and prescribes child-friendly prevention measures, child-sensitive
investigations and prosecutions and that protection supports like accommodation be
safe, appropriate and equipped to accommodate the specific needs of children.”

The amended Directive contains new provisions in relation to the identification of and
assistance to victims, and NRMs. NRMs must be placed on an administrative or
statutory footing and Member States must establish minimum standards for the early
detection of victims and a cross-border referral focal point.” International protection
applications can be progressed in tandem with entry into an NRM.”® All presumed and
identified child victims must be provided with specialised assistance including
appropriate accommodation.” To better detect and identify victims, Member States
must promote or provide specialised, human rights-based and child-sensitive training
for frontline professionals including prosecutors and the judiciary.”” The European
Commission’s Anti-Human Trafficking Hub have produced two studies on NRMs”8 to
assist Member States in theirimplementation.

With regard to the prevention of ICT-facilitated trafficking, Member States should
conduct education, training and awareness-raising campaigns, with a specific focus on

the online dimension of THB, to reduce demand and should promote digital skills to

Directive 2012/29/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 25 October 2012 establishing
minimum standards on the rights, support and protection of victims of crime, and replacing Council
Framework Decision 2001/220/JHA (Victims ‘Directive).

7'Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, (2000/C 364/01) in which Art 5(3) contains an
express prohibition on THB.

"?Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims
(Amended EU Anti-Trafficking Directive) Recital 17.

7ibid, Arts 1(3), 11(1), 13(3), 11(5a), 12 & 18(2).

74ibid, Arts 11 (1), (2), (3) & (4).

7Sibid, Arts 11(1).

8ibid, Arts 11(4), 11(5a) & 11a (2).

"7ibid, Art 18b (1) & (2)).

78 EU Commission Anti-Trafficking Hub.

(27 January 2026) Rapid Response Study on National Referral Mechanisms and related focal points

(27 May 2026) National Referral Mechanisms (NRMs) in the EU: Mapping, Analysis and Further Guidance.
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reduce the risk to vulnerable groups such as children.”® From a criminal justice
perspective, Member States must ensure that investigators and prosecutors have
appropriate skills and expertise to examine ICT-facilitated THB crimes and should
consider creating specialised units.®’ At sentencing, the use of ICT to distribute sexual
images should be considered an aggravating factor.8’ There are new provisions in
relation to the liability of, and sanctions for, legal persons which will also apply to ICT
companies.8?

The Directive contains four articles which relate expressly to children. Article 13
outlines the general principles for responses to child victims including the presumption
of minority®® and the provision of assistance, protection and support.?* Individual
assessments must be undertaken to determine assistance and support which must
take into account a child’s special circumstances, their views and needs, to secure
long-term solutions and their safe transition into adulthood.® Supports should also
include support to the child victim’s family.®®

For children with no parents or inadequate parental support, a guardian must be
appointed as soon as a child victim has been identified and a new guardian can be
appointed if a conflict of interest arises.?” To enhance protections during the criminal
justice process, child victims are entitled to early and free legal counselling and

representation, anonymity and child-specific measures during interview and at trial.®®

7ibid, Art 18(1) & 18a.

8%ipid, Art 9(3).

8libid, Art 4(2)(a) &(d) & 4(3)(b).

8|hid, Arts 5 & 6.

83The presumption of minority was outlined in Directive 2011/36/EU of the European Parliament and of
the Council of 5 April 2011 on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its
victims, and replacing Council Framework Decision 2002/629/JHAT Recital 22 notes that ‘Where the age
of a person subject to trafficking is uncertain, and there are reasons to believe it is less than 18 years,
that person should be presumed to be a child and receive immediate assistance, support and protection
noting that all Member States should ensure that ‘specific assistance, support and protective measures
are available to child victims’ and that such ‘measures should be provided in the best interests of the
child and in accordance with the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child’.

84 Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims,
Art 13(1) & (2) (Amended EU Anti-Trafficking Directive).

8ibid, Art 14(1).

8ibid, Art 14(3).

ibid, Art 14(2).

88ibid, Art 15(1)-(5) Access to legal counselling and representation should be ‘without delay’ which would
suggest that this be provided as soon as possible after a child has been identified as a potential victim of

)
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Article 16 provides additional protections for unaccompanied minors, a particularly
vulnerable group.®

Other provisions of general relevance to child trafficking, include that Members States:
apply the non-punishment principle to victims who may have been forced to commit
criminal or unlawful acts as a result of their exploitation; criminalise persons who
knowingly use the services of a victim of THB; allow for extra-territorial prosecutions;

and consider establishing a national compensation fund for THB victims.%

Irish legislation

Ireland has a range of legislation relating to THB and child exploitation, child protection
and child victims.

The Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) Act 2008 criminalises trafficking for labour
exploitation (TLE) and organ removal; the trafficking of adults for sexual exploitation
(TSE) and amends the Child Trafficking and Pornography Act 1998°" provisions relating
to child TSE, TLE or organ removal.®?

The Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) (Amendment) Act 2013 expands the forms of
exploitation to include trafficking for criminal activities (TCA) and forced begging.% It
amends the Criminal Evidence Act 1992°% to allow for pre-recorded video evidence for
all under 18s to be used in court.®® The Criminal Justice (Public Order) Act 2011
criminalises organised begging.*®

The Domestic Violence Act 2018 creates the offence of forced marriage.®” The offence
of trafficking for forced marriage is expected to be transposed into national law

separately, in line with the amended Directive.®

THB in keeping with Directive’s provisions related to early and proactive identification of child victims
under Art 11.

8%ibid, Art 16.

ibid, Arts 8, 10, 17 & 18a (1).

91Child Trafficking and Pornography Act 1998, s3.

92Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) Act 2008, s1-4.

93Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) (Amendment) Act 2013, s1.

%4Criminal Evidence Act 1992.

%Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) (Amendment) Act 2013, s4.

%Criminal Law (Public Order) Act 2011, s5.

97 Domestic Violence Act 2018, s38.

%8 Criminal Law (Sexual Offences, Domestic Violence and International Instruments) Bill 2025, General
Scheme.
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The Criminal Law (Sexual Offences and Human Trafficking) Act 2024 provided for a new
statutory NRM but the relevant Part has not yet been commenced as of June 2026.%° It
provides the legal basis for the new Operational Committee which will comprise
Competent Authorities (Government departments, state agencies and independent
statutory agencies) and Trusted Partners (CSOs). Its functions will include the
identification of victims and the provision of assistance and services to presumed and
identified victims of THB.'® The Committee must develop Operational Guidelines which
will include child-specific procedures.’

Other relevant legislation includes:

> The Criminal Justice (Engagement of Children in Criminal Activity) Act 2024
criminalises the coercion or attempted coercion of children to engage in
crime.'® The Health (Assisted Human Reproduction) Act 2024 bans the provision
of assisted human reproduction treatment to any child.

> The Child Trafficking and Child Pornography Act 1998, as amended by the
Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act 2017, contains offences in relation to the
sexual exploitation of children and using ICT to facilitate exploitation.'** The State
have proposed a further amendment to the Act which would replace references
to ‘child pornography’ to ‘child sexual abuse material’ and ‘pornographic
performance’ to ‘child sexual abuse performance’.’®

> The Online Safety and Media Regulation Act 2022, compels the regulator,
Coimisiun na Mean, to have regard for the protection of, and harm to, children
when specifying harmful online content.%®

> The Digital Safety Act (DSA) is a set of EU rules that are applicable in Ireland,

regulating online services with the main goal to create a safer digital space.’”’

®Criminal Law (Sexual Offences and Human Trafficking) Act 2024,Part 3.

190G riminal Law (Sexual Offences and Human Trafficking) Act 2024,Part 3, s,20, 21, s22 & s23.

%1ibid, Part 3, s23(1)(c)(iv).

1%2Criminal Justice (Engagement of Children in Criminal Activity) Act 2024.

108Health (Assisted Human Reproduction Act) 2024, s16.

1%4Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act 2017, s8.

1%5Criminal Law (Sexual Offences, Domestic Violence and International Instruments) Bill 2025, General
Scheme, Head 12.

%0nline Safety and Media Regulation Act 2022, s139B(4)(c) &5(c).

107 European Commission (22 September 2025) The Digital Services Act: keeping us safe online
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Accompanying guidance regarding the protection of children under the Act has
also been published by the European Commission.'®

> The Children First Act 2015, and its accompanying national guidance (which is
currently under review)'® contains child protection provisions in relation to
Tusla, the Child and Family Agency, and other service providers, including to act
in the best interests of the child; undertake risk assessments and produce
safeguarding statements; mandatory reporting; and to safeguard children from
harm which is defined as ill-treatment affecting health, welfare or development
and sexual abuse.™

> The Child Care Act 1991 provides for children in State care and requires that
child welfare is paramount, that children’s views be considered in decision-
making and for making emergency care, interim care, care and supervision
orders.™

2> International Protection Act 2026 which implements the EU Pact on Migration
and Asylum™? has introduced changes in how unaccompanied minors are
treated on arrival in Ireland including in relation to age assessment
procedures.’?

> Proposed legislation in the area of child protection includes the Child Care
(Amendment) Bill 2025.™4

> The Criminal Justice (Victims of Crime) Act 2017 which establishes minimum
standards on the rights, support and protection of victims of crime''® has some
special provisions for children. These include the assumption that all children
have protection needs and the need to assess the benefit of special measures;
the requirement to operate in the best interests of the child taking into account

their views and those of parents/guardians; and the presumption of minority."® It

108 European Commission (14 July 2025) ‘Guidelines on the protection of minors under the DSA to ensure
a safe online experience for children and young people.’

19 Source: Tusla 2026.

"0Children First Act 2015, s2, s7,s10, s11 & s14.

M Child Care Act 1991, 13, s17-19 & s24.

"2EY Pact on Migration and Asylum.

"3International Protection Act 2026.

14Child Care (Amendment) Bill 2025.

115 Criminal Justice (Victims of Crime) Act 2017.

8ibid, s15(7).
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provides for children without a parent or guardian to be accompanied during
criminal proceedings by an appropriate person and notes the need to prevent
secondary victimisation."”

> Section 42 of the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014
establishes that public bodies, in the performance of their functions, are
required to have regard to the need to eliminate discrimination; promote equality
of opportunity and treatment of its staff and the persons to whom it provides
services; and to protect the human rights of members, staff and persons to

whom they provide services."®

Legal definition of child trafficking

Child trafficking is defined as the:

“recruitment, transportation, harbouring or receipt of a child for the purposes of

exploitation.”™"®

Despite the addition of different forms of exploitation to international, European Union
and Irish law, the basic legal definition of child trafficking remains the same, requiring
an action and an exploitative purpose only.

The OSCE makes a number of important points regarding child trafficking. It notes that,
although child trafficking does not require a means element (such as threats, coercion,
violence, abduction or deception, which is necessary for an adult to be considered a
victim of trafficking),'?® child victims may often experience these things. It also clarifies
that child trafficking does not require any form of movement, whether internalin a
country or cross-border travel and it is sufficient that a child has been recruited for the

purposes of exploitation.'?' The exploitation element, or intention to exploit, must be

"ibid, s18(1) & (2) and s34(1).

18 |rish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014, s. 42(1)

IHREC Website Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty.

"%United Nations, General Assembly Resolution 55/25, 14 November 2000, Protocol to Prevent,
Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United
Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (Palermo Protocol), Article 3(c).
2°Qrganization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2018), Child Trafficking and Child Protection:
Ensuring that Child Protection Mechanisms Protect the Rights and Meet the Needs of Child Victims of
Human Trafficking, p. 19.

121M‘
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present, notes the OSCE, simply recruiting or transporting children does not constitute
child trafficking, nor are migrant children, who travel to seek to earn a living, victims of
trafficking,’?> however they may still require special attention and possibly assistance to

mitigate the risk of exploitation.

Policies, strategies and action plans

European strategies

The EU Strategy on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings 2021-2025'% informs the
EU response to THB and is linked to the EU Strategy on Organised Crime 2021-2025."%4
The Strategy outlines a range of key actions for the EU and Member States to progress to
improve prevention, protection and prosecution of THB, which is a priority for the EU."2°
It notes the key role that legislation plays in coordinating the EU wide response and
highlights how, despite progress, measures to prevent child trafficking and support
child victims are still inadequate.’®It notes that measures must take into account the
special protection needs of children,’ in line with the EU Strategy on Victims’ Rights
(2020-2025)'* and Strategy on the Rights of the Child."*

The new EU strategy on combatting trafficking in human beings 2026-2030 is scheduled
to be launched in October 2026.

122jpid.

123European Commission (2021), Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the
Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the EU
Strategy on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings 2021- 2025, COM(2021) 171 final (EU Strategy on
Combating Trafficking in Human Beings). The next Strategy is currently being prepared and expected to
be finalised in late 2026.

124European Commission (2021), Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the
Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the EU
Strategy to Tackle Organised Crime 2021-2025, COM (2021) 170 final (EU Strategy to Tackle Organised
Crime 2021-2025).

125European Commission (2021), Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the
Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the EU
Strategy on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings 2021- 2025, COM(2021) 171 final (EU Strategy on
Combating Trafficking in Human Beings).

28ibid, paras 1, 2 & 5.

1?7ibid, paras 2 & 5.

128European Commission (2020) Commission Communication on the EU Strategy on Victims’ Rights
(2020-2025), COM (2020) 258 final (EU Strategy on Victims’ Rights).

12°European Commission (2021), Commission Communication on the EU Strategy on the rights of the
child, COM (2021) 142 final.
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Irish strategies, plans, guidelines and codes

The National Action Plan to Prevent and Combat Human Trafficking 2023-2027 (NAP) is
the third plan that the State has published to inform the national THB response.’® The
NAP commits to keeping a number of measures relating to THB and child trafficking
under continuous review, 3! for the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration
to conduct a mid-term evaluation of the plan by the end of 2025, and to update it if
necessary, and for an external final review to be commenced by quarter 2 of 2027.32
Despite these commitments, the Commission has consistently expressed concern over
a lack of clarity around implementation, monitoring, and review mechanisms.'** The
Commission has also raised concerns regarding the National Coordinator not
convening the Human Trafficking Stakeholders Forum™*in 2025, a group which includes
the National Rapporteur and CSOs.™®

The NAP aims to complement the new NRM and contains a number of child-specific
measures to support prevention and prosecutions of child trafficking and the protection
of child victims, a stated Government priority.®®

The new statutory NRM will replace the current system which is reportedly underpinned
by guidance, administrative arrangements, and operational procedures including the

2015 Guidance and Procedures for Assisting Victims of Human Trafficking.'®” The

3%Irish Government (2023), Third National Action Plan to Combat and Prevent Human Trafficking 2023-
2027, pp5 & 21.

3libid e.g. p20 to keep the resources for An Garda Siochana’s response to THB under review and p21
which contains commitments in relation to child victims of trafficking - a commitment to review the
arrangements between Tusla and An Garda Siochana to provide for an enhanced response and of the
protocols in place for when a child goes missing from State care.

32Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration (2023), Third National Action Plan to Combat and
Prevent Human Trafficking 2023-2027, p21.

33|rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, pp199 & 200.

34In 2020, the Department of Justice (National Coordinator) established a Human Trafficking
Stakeholders Forum which includes justice sector actors, including other government departments and
agencies, and civil society to consider policies, programmes and initiatives in relation to human
trafficking and to produce joined-up and complementary actions to identify trafficking, prosecute the
perpetrators and provide care to victims.

3%ibid.

3¢ Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration (2023), Third National Action Plan to Combat and
Prevent Human Trafficking 2023-2027, pp3 & 21.

37 Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration (2015), Guidance and Procedures for Assisting
Victims of Human Trafficking.
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Administrative Immigration Arrangements for the Protection of Victims of Trafficking
(AlA) is the current administrative document for foreign national victims of THB,
including children, in need of immigration provisions and provides guidance on
immigration permissions, makes provision for temporary residence permissions and a
60-day rest and recovery period, which can be extended for child victims .8 The sole
authority for the formal identification of victims of THB rests with An Garda Siochana.®
Other key national policies and procedures which inform elements of the response to
child trafficking victims are: the Children First Guidance'® which supports the Children
First Act 2015; the Victim’s Charter'*' and Supporting a Victim’s Journey,'*? which relates
to victims and vulnerable witnesses in sexual violence cases, which complement the
Criminal Justice (Victims of Crime) Act 2017; and Tusla’s National After Care Policy
which details procedures for children who are exiting State care.’ Tusla also operates a
Joint Working Protocol with An Garda Siochéna, under Children First, which established
procedures for notification by Tusla to An Garda Siochana of suspected child welfare
and protection concerns’ and a Child Sexual Exploitation Procedure ‘Operation
Cosnaim’which includes an e-learning course to assist all Tusla social workers, care
workers and carers in recognising child sexual exploitation, which is currently under
review pending finalisation of the NRM Operational Guidelines.'#®

Coimisiun na Mean has published an Online Safety Code,'¢ which relates to video
sharing platforms, as part of its online Safety Framework, which supports the Regulator
in its duty to protect the public, in particular, children from harmful online content and

online exploitation and abuse.

38Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration (2011) Administrative Immigration Arrangements for
the Protection of Victims of Trafficking, paras 1, 10 and 11.

3%ibid, paras 1 and 10.

14°Department of Children and Youth Affairs (2017), Children First: National Guidance for the Protection
and Welfare of Children.

“'Department of Justice and Equality (2017) Victims’ Charter.

“2Department of Justice and Equality (2020) Supporting a Victim’s Journey.

43Tusla (2017) National Aftercare Policy for Alternative Care.

144)oint Working Protocol for An Garda Siochana/Tusla.

“*Minister for Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth, Norma Foley TD, Parliamentary
Question 554, 11 February 2025.

148Coimisitn na Mean (2024), Online Safety Code.
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5. Ireland’s response to child trafficking and ICT-
facilitated child trafficking

International good practice in combatting THB should address prevention, protection,
prosecution and partnerships.’ This approach has been used to structure efforts

under the NAP."® It is applied to the findings and recommendations here such that the
responses to child trafficking are considered with reference to prevention, protection,

prosecution and partnerships.

Prevention

Training

The European Commission identifies training as a key area of action in which
investment is required to address THB.'*° All stakeholders referenced the need for
training in their interviews. Training, they felt, was inextricably linked to awareness
raising, and should be provided to any public and private professionals working with
children, and parents and children themselves. Stakeholders suggested that training
should be somewhat tailored to the trainees and range from general and basic training
on child trafficking indicators and the risks to children, to more specialised training for
those professionals whose role it is to work with and support child victims of trafficking

and exploitation and at-risk children.

Training to improve identification

All stakeholders interviewed highlighted how training would help professionals to view
situations through a trafficking lens and is therefore linked to improved identification of
child victims and that this capacity building would be key to the success of the new

NRM. One stakeholder suggested the establishment of a Training Sub-Committee under

“International Organization for Migration, Prevention of Trafficking in Persons.

“8Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration (2023), Third National Action Plan to Combat and
Prevent Human Trafficking 2023-2027.

1%European Commission (2021), Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the
Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the EU
Strategy on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings 2021- 2025, COM(2021) 171 final (EU Strategy on
Combating Trafficking in Human Beings), para 4.2.
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the new NRM as a way to strategically coordinate and standardise training efforts for
Competent Authorities and Trusted Partners and to steer more general national training

efforts for persons in contact with children including youth and community groups.

When the identification piece moves to a wider range of people, there’s the risk
that there won’t be complete engagement from those stakeholders. It depends
on training and resourcing.

— Stakeholder 16

The new panel that’s going to make up these people assessing, are they going to
be trained? Like, it’s one thing to tick boxes and say they meet the threshold of
the Delphiindicators but a more knowledgeable person with correct training
might ask other questions.

— Stakeholder 22

Specialised ICT training for law enforcement

Under the amended Directive training must be provided or facilitated by Member States
to build the specialised capacity of police, prosecutors and the judiciary.’™® The US
Department of State highlights the increased use of ICT by traffickers and the need for
law enforcement training on digital tools.™’

Training could include, for example, training on the elements of THB, different forms of
exploitation, investigative and prosecutorial skills, transnational cooperation, and the
use of ICT in THB. A number of stakeholders strongly advocated for increased
investment in training for all professionals involved in investigations and prosecutions
into THB, particularly the need to build ICT skills capacity and learn from good practice

in other jurisdictions.

We’ve been taking the UK experience and asking them to join us on those
trainings to show how they’ve prosecuted. We’re trying to focus on advanced

technologies and building capacity, particularly of investigators in how to collect

5%Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims,
s18b.

151US Department of State (2024) 2024 Trafficking in Persons Report, p13.
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digital evidence, what to look for, how to safeguard the victims, how to identify
them, how to investigate technology-facilitated trafficking.

— Stakeholder 10

Training for all police on human trafficking indicators

The European Commission notes that training for police should extend to police with
other specialisms to ensure early detection of child victims.'?This view was shared by
law enforcement and other stakeholders interviewed as important to ensure the correct

investigative approach.

Awareness and training is a key piece, it’s not that easy, not every guard is a good
investigator, not every prosecutor is a good prosecutor. | think a lot don’t realise
or understand the human trafficking legislation.

— Stakeholder 22

Sometimes it can be difficult enough to get some guards who come across cases
and don’t see the exploitation element. That could be a training gap, actually,
and it attracts a different level of investigation.

— Stakeholder 11

Training for the judiciary

The US Department of State acknowledges recent improvements in training criminal
justice frontline professionals and new Garda recruits but notes that any training
undertaken did not include the judiciary.'®®* The Commission noted in its most recent
report to GRETA that while members of the judiciary have received training on
avoidance of the re-traumatisation of vulnerable witnesses and coercive control, no

information was available on general or specialised THB training for the judiciary or

82European Commission (2021), Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the
Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the EU
Strategy on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings 2021- 2025, COM(2021) 171 final (EU Strategy on
Combating Trafficking in Human Beings), para 4.2.

153US Department of State (2024) 2024 Trafficking in Persons Report, p13.
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other criminal justice professionals such as prosecutors.'* Stakeholders with
experience of the trial process stressed the importance of training of judges,
prosecutors and the defence, noting that online training for judges and prosecutors in

the EU was available from the European Judicial Training Network.

The European Judicial Training Network has great training courses online and
everybody gets to learn from each other’s systems. Prosecutors and judges
should take that up more. | think judges need more awareness of child-specific
trafficking indicators and training, not just in dealing with children, but also court

rules, and laying down court rules, and dealing with difficult defence.

— Stakeholder 13

Training for legal professionals to identify trends and patterns

Some of these stakeholders also noted how appropriate training for legal professionals,
including internal information sharing with colleagues whose focus is not on trafficking,

raises awareness and can help professionals to recognise trends and patterns in child

trafficking.

The key is training for prosecutors and judicial authorities on recognising

patterns in case files.

— Stakeholder 13

It’'s something that we’ve raised in internal training with colleagues in other
departments as well to see if they encounter those kinds of patterns.

— Stakeholder 09

Training for any professionals working with children

GRETA notes that for frontline service providers, such as social workers, education and

healthcare professionals, who may encounter child victims, training should ensure

54 [rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, pp132 & 133.
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awareness of the special vulnerabilities of child victims and incorporate information on
children’s rights and specific protection needs during the criminal process.'®

The Commission noted in its most recent report to GRETA, that there have been
substantial efforts in recent years by Tusla, in collaboration with a child trafficking
specialist CSO, MECPATHS, to train Tusla child protection practitioners, including the
Separated Children Seeking International Protection team (SCSIP), and private
providers in relation to child trafficking.'®® These training efforts by Tusla were
commended by a number of stakeholders from the public and CSO sector, however
many also stressed the remaining training need, and the need for training to remain a
priority and focus. Tusla staff are also now being trained with Garda members on child
specialist interviewing, seen by many stakeholders as key to dealing with child victims,

even outside of the formal investigative process.

Tusla are incredibly important as they are in a key position to engage with
children at an early stage. They have been building up more training models,
they’re very active but there is still more work to do in that area.

— Stakeholder 01

The need for cross- and multisectoral training on child trafficking indicators and
scenario-based training for those dealing with at-risk children and child victims, was
mentioned by stakeholders as integral in prevention efforts. It was viewed as
particularly important to recognise child criminal exploitation and child trafficking for

criminal activities.

They could do some child trafficking indicators and scenario-based training or
something with judges, prosecutors, police, child protection NGOs and other
professionals. That kind of training would be a good thing.

— Stakeholder 13

155ibid.

%¢|rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, pp30 & 31.

36


https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52021DC0171
https://www.ihrec.ie/uploads/banners/HTML/uploads/banners/26082025-IHREC-NR-Report-to-GRETA_Final.pdf
https://www.ihrec.ie/uploads/banners/HTML/uploads/banners/26082025-IHREC-NR-Report-to-GRETA_Final.pdf
https://www.ihrec.ie/uploads/banners/HTML/uploads/banners/26082025-IHREC-NR-Report-to-GRETA_Final.pdf
https://www.ihrec.ie/uploads/banners/HTML/uploads/banners/26082025-IHREC-NR-Report-to-GRETA_Final.pdf

Child Trafficking and ICT-Facilitated Child Trafficking

The need for cross-sectoral training and awareness is so essential, because
ideally that child needs to be picked up by social services, youth workers, people
in the community, teachers, whoever it might be before they reach the point
where the police arrest them.

— Stakeholder 03

Awareness raising

The NAP includes a commitment to keep Government websites up to date and to fund
awareness raising campaigns for the public and hard to reach victims and
communities. However, it contains no specific commitment to deliver such campaigns

in relation to child trafficking or ICT-facilitated child trafficking.’®’

Digital literacy campaigns

Under the amended Directive, Member States are obliged to take appropriate measures
such as education programmes and awareness-raising campaigns, in a child-friendly
and gender-sensitive way, to reduce the risk of THB."*® Campaigns and programmes
should encompass digital literacy skills and be conducted in conjunction with CSOs
and the private sector.’™® The OSCE suggests that one way to counteract this danger is
to provide children with digital skills and educate their parents regarding the dangers of
unsupervised internet access. Public education initiatives, according to the OSCE,
should focus on prevention and demand reduction and include information on
trafficking indicators, the risks that platforms pose in facilitating THB, and the grooming
and recruitment of children.’®The Commission has previously recommended such

public education initiatives.®

5’Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration (2023), Third National Action Plan to Combat and
Prevent Human Trafficking 2023-2027, Actions 1.1, 1.2 & 1.3.

58Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims,
s18(2).

%ibid.

8°Qrganization for Security and Co-operation Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe
(2020), Leveraging Innovation to Fight Trafficking in Human Beings: A Comprehensive Analysis of
Technology Tools, p14.

8"Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
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Digital literacy and online safety in schools

Many stakeholders noted the roles of schools in awareness-raising initiatives regarding
child trafficking and online safety. The need for stronger digital and media literacy is a
key concern. As one stakeholder noted, all children, regardless of their background,
migration and socio-economic status, need to be equipped to navigate an increasingly
online world and parents need to be aware of the risks to their children of being online,
particularly if this is unsupervised. Sustained investment and strong nationwide

campaigns are needed.

If they’re being recruited on those games or online, it’s usually done behind
closed doors. If you give your child access to the internet, you give the internet
access to your child.

— Stakeholder 06

There was particularly strong support from CSOs who deliver training, and public sector
professionals working with children, for awareness-raising initiatives around child
trafficking and the online exploitation of children, for children, parents and teachers.
The recent announcement that online safety modules, co-developed by Coimisiln na
Mean and the Department of Education and Skills, are to be included in the primary
school curriculum has been welcomed, but more remains to be done.'? Many spoke
about embedding digital literacy and critical thinking into the education curriculum with

one highlighting good practice in Finland in this regard.

What we’re saying to the Government is that they should be embedding this into
the curriculum. Fostering critical thinking skills across the board is vitally
important for children growing up in the digital age.

— Stakeholder 02

Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p96.
62RTE News, 5 March 2026, New online safety programme launched for primary school pupils.
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I’ve said it to the Minister for Education, we are way behind in terms of educating
our children. One thing | was speaking about is the Finnish model of education.
From primary school they teach them about critical analysis thinking,
misinformation, how to spot it. We’re very slow and it’ll take time. We’ll have to
train the teachers, develop the teacher training, then the curriculum, but it
should be on the radar.

— Stakeholder 17

International good practice - Finnish online media safety curriculum
In 2014, Finland incorporated online media safety into its national education system
with digital and media literacy, ICT competence, online safety and critical thinking
embedded as transversal competencies into the Finnish National Core Curriculum for
primary and secondary schools.'®®The policy aims to ensure that all citizens including
children develop resilience and strong media literacy skills to assess online content. In
2020 the ‘New Literacies’ development programme extended online safety education to
children in early childhood education and care to improve digital safety and media
understanding for very young children and to teach them responsible online
behaviour.'® More recently, children in Finnish schools have started learning about Al
and disinformation including how to recognise Al-generated or manipulated images,
videos and other content.'®® Although not specifically designed to raise awareness of
human trafficking, by embedding strong online safety and digital literacy from a very
young age, this curriculum should help reduce children’s vulnerability to online
exploitation. Indeed the Council of Europe and ECPAT note how in a survey of children
1,762 children aged 11 to 17, conducted by Save the Children Finland in 2021, 72% of
children reported that they would be able to identify an offender trying to groom them

online, such as receiving sexualised comments or requests for nude photos.'®®

183Finnish National Agency for Education, National Core Curriculum Primary and Lower Secondary Basic
Education.

'84Finnish Arts and Culture Agency, New Literacies Development Programme.

185Euronews, 5 January 2026, After Decades of Teaching Media Literacy Finland Equips Students with
Skills to Spot Ai Deepfakes.

%6Council of Europe & ECPAT International (2023) Country Overview Finland - Ending Child Sexual Abuse
and Exploitation: State of Play in light of the Lanzarote Convention, p11.
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Awareness raising in communities

Stakeholders believed that schools were a good location to deliver training on child
trafficking and child exploitation but that such training should also be given by
trafficking and child trafficking specialists in youth and community settings. Some
stakeholders noted how members of An Garda Siochana Human Trafficking
Investigation and Coordination Unit were very involved in raising community awareness
but did not have the resources to deliver training in every community. A number of
stakeholders highlighted how they were involved in community awareness raising
initiatives. Others spoke about how they felt that not enough was being done to educate

young children to reduce their risk of exploitation.

You need to be talking about these issues in secondary schools and in
community and youth centres. It’s a societal problem. There are experts within
the community that can be empowered, that can be funded. Everybody needs to
be on board when we are talking about awareness raising. You need to be
bringing in experts to speak about these issues in youth centres, in secondary
schools, primary schools. There are ways of teaching the children and making it
digestible for their age even at primary level.

— Stakeholder 14

There are a lot of very good community-led Garda interventions out in
communities around us. Like the schools have the Garda talk on drugs. They go
in and they say, don’t do drugs. They go in and they say, you don’t drink and drive.
They go in and say, put on your seatbelt, wait for the green man. But where’s the
piece around guard yourself from potential exploitation?

— Stakeholder 21
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Awareness raising for children via games

The OSCE highlights how technology and the internet provide excellent opportunities to
raise public awareness about THB and how online interactive games are being
harnessed to raise awareness among children about THB.™®”

One stakeholder spoke about how games are a great way to raise sensitive topics with

children and highlighted some good practices by various community groups.

There is a group in Ballymun and they, off their own bat, have developed a
curriculum for fifth and sixth class students. Now, it’s a pioneering programme.
They’ve gotten funding for it. And they have built this curriculum whereby it
engages the kids in these conversations and they really open up. There’s also the
really good initiative by Bradég, the Monopoly board game that they’ve designed
with all of the local place names. It’s about child criminal exploitation, and it
really, through the game, and through a little bit of fun, they are getting the kids to
talk about it, and they are opening up these really serious conversations.

— Stakeholder 08

Funding for awareness raising

The Commission has previously noted the recent campaigns by Government, State
agencies and CSOs but restated its recommendation that multi-annual funding be
provided to CSOs to conduct specialised campaigns.'®® While it is positive that multi-
annual funding is now available, that funding for anti-trafficking initiatives is provided
under the Victims of Crime Fund, and that monies available have increased, this
funding is not THB specific. Furthermore, no breakdown is available as to the processes
for, and allocations of, financial support for anti-trafficking awareness raising

campaigns or other supports to victims.'® A number of stakeholders felt that providing

8’Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (2020), Leveraging Innovation to Fight Trafficking
in Human Beings: A Comprehensive Analysis of Technology Tools, p40 & 41.

88|rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p111, 112 & 198.

%9Minister for Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, Jim O’Callaghan TD, Parliamentary Question 559,
Thursday, 18 December 2025.
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funding for awareness raising to specialised CSOs was crucial and many highlighted
that practices in this regard used to be more streamlined, organised and transparent

and specific to anti-trafficking work.

Five years ago, there was a very clear process involved in the application for
funding for anti-trafficking awareness raising education. There was an
application that the Department of Justice sent out, usually around October. This
hasn’t happened in the last three years, yet the money has been spent. There is
no transparent system, yet we still see announcements of funding for anti-
trafficking work.

— Stakeholder 21

Specialised awareness raising campaigns

Stakeholders noted that although general public awareness raising was important,
targeted and strategic campaigns were also vital and should focus on all types of

trafficking particularly child trafficking.

It’s not just about organisations being given funding. It’s about targeted
awareness raising.

— Stakeholder 14

Vulnerability reduction

Specialised child-friendly campaigns, including for migrant children, are of particular
importance to raise awareness among children of the forms and risks of THB. The levels
of child access to digital devices and social media shows the risk of boys and girls to
any form of ICT-facilitated child trafficking. The OSCE notes that all traffickers need are

headphones, a microphone, access to the internet and online banking.'”°

7°Qrganization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2024), Policy action to address technology-
facilitated trafficking in human beings Report of the regional consultations led in 2023 by the OSCE’s
Office of the Special Representative and Co-ordinator for Combating Trafficking in Human Beings, p7.
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Online grooming and exploitation

The growth in Al and advancements in generative Al can also be harnessed by traffickers
and those wishing to groom and exploit children. The OSCE highlights the opportunity
generative Al provides to traffickers to find, groom, recruit and control potential
victims."' Children can be particularly at risk through this form of recruitment given that
increasing numbers of children engage with Al chatbots on a regular basis.

In 2025, CyberSafeKids research, based on surveys of 7,000 children, showed that 26%
of 8-12-year-olds and 36% of 12-15-year-olds engage with Al chatbots, up from just 5%
and 12% respectively from the previous year.'”2 The OSCE stresses that children using
social media and online gaming are particularly vulnerable to ICT-facilitated trafficking
and notes that the increasing sophistication of generative Al means that it can break
down linguistic and cultural barriers and create complex personas.'”®

The increased risks to children of online grooming, recruitment and trafficking were
raised by a large number of stakeholders. Many linked vulnerability reduction to
awareness-raising initiatives among children to empower them.

Awareness raising of cyber safety generally and of the consequences for children if they
create and share images in breach of the law'”* was raised as important. In this respect
the development by An Garda Siochana of a new module on online safety and legal

responsibilities surrounding sharing intimate images online is welcome.™”®

Online recruitment by organised crime

Some stakeholders raised how Ireland and Europe have been too slow in addressing the
use of ICT in the recruitment, exploitation and trafficking of children noting how
organised crime groups and individuals were very adept at harnessing technology to

ensnare children.

7'"Organization for Cooperation and Security in Europe (2024), New Frontiers: The Use of Generative
Artificial Intelligence to Facilitate Trafficking In Persons, Policy Brief, November 2024, pp13 & 16.
172CyberSafeKids (2025), ‘A Life Behind The Screens: Uncovering the Realities of a Digital Childhood’,
Trend and Usage Report Academic Year 2024-2025, p28.

73Qrganization for Cooperation and Security in Europe (2024), New Frontiers: The Use of Generative
Artificial Intelligence to Facilitate Trafficking In Persons, Policy Brief, November 2024, p6 & 17.
74Harassment, Harmful Communications and Related Offences Act 2020 also known as Coco’s Law.
78[rish Independent, 27 March 2026, Gardai launch ‘Coco’s Law’ lessons for secondary school students
to education on sharing hon-consensual images online.
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In my view, it was a bit of delayed recognition in relation to the scale and the
impact that technology has on trafficking. It was very clear that criminals have
already realised the power of technology, and the scale that it can bring them in
relation to recruitment, reaching out to a much wider audience of targeted
victims.

— Stakeholder 10

All the agencies that are monitoring it are noting the increases so it’s important
to consider how technology has exacerbated the problem. There are a lot of
vulnerabilities for children online, and this access that bad actors have to
children via technology has made grooming so much easier. Historically
grooming a child would have taken a long period of time, building that trust, the
manipulation. This is about casting the net as wide as possible and seeing what
comes back

— Stakeholder 02

These views are supported by the OSCE research'® and recent campaigns by Europol'”’
and UNODC'”8 targeting the rise in organised online recruitment of victims via fake
online job adverts. These victims are often trafficked for the purposes of criminal

exploitation, in particular for cybercrime.

Lack of regulation of large technology companies’ algorithms

A number of stakeholders raised a failure to tackle the private sector, particularly large

technology companies, highlighting what they perceived to be a lack of regulation of

76 Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2026), Trafficking into cyberscam operations:
Implications for the OSCE region, Exploratory assessment, p7.

177 Europol (12 October 2023), Targeted: Human traffickers luring victims online (The 2023 Hackathon
took place from 18 to 22 September in Apeldoorn, the Netherlands, and involved 85 experts: law
enforcement officers from 26 countries (22 EU Member States and 4 third countries) as well as
representatives from the European Labour Authority, CEPOL, INTERPOL, the OSCE and the International
Justice Mission. The 2023 Hackathon focused on filling intelligence gaps in the recruitment of victims of
the most frequently reported forms of human trafficking, namely sexual and labour exploitation. The
operational activity was organised in the framework of EMPACT.).

78 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, Forced to Scam: Inside one of the fastest growing forms of
human trafficking.
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their platforms and products.’”® They were particularly concerned about recommender
algorithms and children being pushed into viewing exploitative content which some
noted was normalising child exploitation and, in some instances, directly contributing

to the creation and consumption of child sexual abuse material.®°

YouTube has a powerful recommender algorithm. Then you see these nudifying
apps being advertised to them. There are rules and regulations around this, but
they’re just not adhering to them, and because feeds are so individualised, the
design piece is fundamental as so much bad content is being sent their way
because of their age or gender. I’'m not saying that these companies are going out
to deliberately harm children. It’s a consequence of the model that they’ve putin
place, and the model is for commercial gain, because it’s about engagement, it’s
about making money.

— Stakeholder 02

Vulnerability of children in care

A key recommendation of the Commission to reduce the vulnerability of children to THB
is that specialised strategic plans are developed by the State to prevent trafficking of all
children, especially those in State care, regardless of nationality and immigration
status.’® Unaccompanied minors and children living in State care accommodation are
recognised as particularly vulnerable groups, with the European Commission noting
that the vulnerability continues even after they have left the accommodation.®?

The Commission has made a number of recommendations to reduce the vulnerability
of unaccompanied minors and children in State care to THB, including that the State

investigate independent reports'® of coordinated grooming of these children; that Tusla

7% Children ‘s Rights Alliance (19 March 2026) Critical chasm opens for children’s protection online at EU
level and CyberSafe Kids (3 June 2025) Social Media Prioritises Profits Over Child Safety.

180 See Section 6.1.3 for explanation of when viewing and paying for CSAM could constitute a child
trafficking for sexual exploitation offence.

8'Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p32.

82Djrective (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims,
Recital (7).

83Canning M, Keenan M, Breslin R (2023) Protecting Against Predators: A Scoping Study on the Sexual
Exploitation of Children and Young People in Ireland, p4.
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ensure that risks and experiences of trafficking be built into the safety planning to
protect against exploitation and re-trafficking; that Tusla end the ‘accommodation only’
practice for unaccompanied minors; and that Tusla be properly resourced to carry out

its functions in relation to child victims."®*

Vulnerability of children in care to sexual exploitation

A large number of stakeholders raised issues surrounding children in care, with a
number noting how children living in care facilities were easily identifiable by bad
actors. Healthcare professionals have highlighted concern to IHREC that they are
encountering suspected victims of child trafficking for sexual exploitation through the
course of their work, particularly children in care, but that these children are not
represented in official statistics. Stakeholders spoke about their concerns that
professionals involved in child protection and combatting child trafficking for sexual
exploitation seemed to be reluctant or unable to address the problem or that the

current systems were inadequate.

It’s only two years ago that the issue of children in State care broke. But | can tell
you the exploitation, the sexual exploitation of children in care has been
happening for a long time. At least it came to my knowledge in 2021 because taxi
drivers were picking up young girls aged no more than 15 or 16 from State care
and dropping them off to hotels. There were Irish children, and there were also
young girls from migrant backgrounds. | did report it, but nothing came of it as far
as | am aware.

— Stakeholder 14

There needs to be a review of the Tusla and Garda protocol. Sexual exploitation is
a particular issue for children in care. Children that are in special emergency

care, particularly girls, there’s no question some are being sexually exploited.

84rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on Action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, pp20-22.
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You’ve seen the recent research by UCD, and | think there’s new research in that
area as well.

— Stakeholder 17

Vulnerability of children to criminal exploitation

In addition to the concerns highlighted by stakeholders of the risk of sexual exploitation
of children in care and other children without adequate support networks, many also
raised concerns about large numbers of Irish and Irish resident children at risk of
criminal exploitation, particularly by family members, with some feeling that very little

was being done to help these children.

There’s a huge cohort of vulnerable children who may not be called victims of
child trafficking, but who are victims of criminal exploitation. With children, in
the criminal area, it’s uniquely complex. There’s a very large family, community
and cultural piece around children who are victims of criminal exploitation.

— Stakeholder 18

Vulnerability of unaccompanied minors

In relation to unaccompanied minors, Tusla operates the Separated Children Seeking
International Protection Service (SCSIP). Tusla highlights that its ‘equity in care’
principle applies to unaccompanied minors who are entitled to the same standard of
care provision as any other child in State care.'® Tusla reports that all children under the
care of Tusla’s SCSIP service are allocated a CORU registered professional care
worker,'® some children are allocated a social care worker, while children with greater
vulnerabilities and risks are allocated social workers. The SCSIP team hold bi-monthly
meetings with An Garda Siochana in relation to unaccompanied minors with a specific
focus on children who are missing and children where trafficking or exploitationis a

concern.'®

185 Department of Children, Disability and Equality (2019), Children Seeking Asylum.
86 Source: Tusla (2026).
87 Source: Tusla (2026).
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The HIQA audit of the SCSIP Service in 2025 makes clear that, while some efforts are
being made by Tusla to improve the protection of, and services for, this particularly
vulnerable cohort, limited improvements have been achieved from the previous
inspection in 2023."HIQA continues to highlight serious concerns about the ability of
the service to respond in a timely, effective and child-centred manner with the service
found to be not compliant with seven of the eight standards assessed in the audit.'®
Tusla reports that, in response to the HIQA SCSIP inspection in January 2025, Tusla set
out an extensive compliance plan, with some of the actions already completed when
the report and plan were published in June 2025."°

The majority of unaccompanied minors and separated children seeking international
protection are not taken into care but are instead provided with accommodation under
section 5 of the 1991 Child Care Act.’ Where accommodated under section 5, this
cohort has no statutory right to care plans, an allocated social worker, aftercare
services or to court oversight.’? These children are already a group for which
circumstances make them particularly vulnerable to exploitation, and this approach

further exacerbates this.

88Health Information and Quality Authority (2025), Health Information and Quality Authority Regulation
Directorate monitoring inspection of Child Protection and Welfare Services: Separated Children Seeking
International Protection, p2 & 13.

®ibid, p8 & 51 — “Capacity and capability:

Standard 3.1 The service performs its functions in accordance with relevant legislation, regulations,
national policies and standards to protect children and promote their welfare. Not compliant.

Standard 3.2 Children receive a child protection and welfare service, which has effective leadership,
governance, and management arrangements with clear lines of accountability. Not compliant. Standard
5.3 All staff are supported and receive supervision in their work to protect children and promote their
welfare. Not compliant.

Quality and safety:

Standard 1.3 Children are communicated with effectively and are provided with information in an
accessible format. Not compliant.

Standard 2.2 All concerns in relation to children are screened and directed to the appropriate service.
Substantially compliant.

Standard 2.3 Timely and effective action is taken to protect children. Not compliant. Standard 2.5 All
reports of child protection concerns are assessed in line with Children First and best available evidence.
Not compliant.

Standard 2.12 The specific circumstances and needs of children subjected to organisational and/or
institutional abuse and children who are deemed to be especially vulnerable are identified and
responded to. Not compliant.”

9% ibid, pp52-79.

9T Children’s Rights Alliance (20 March 2026) Report Card 2026, p.227.

92 Child Law Project (6 November 2023) Scoping Paper on Care Status of Unaccompanied and Separated

Children, p.6.
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Many stakeholders spoke about the inadequacy of support for unaccompanied minors,
children at risk of trafficking and child victims. They had serious concerns, particularly
regarding unaccompanied minors, that they were not receiving sufficient supervision
and services. Some mentioned that many are disappearing to Northern Ireland and
Great Britain, and that there appeared to be an organised element to their

disappearance.

They should be treated the same as any other child, but we’d have really serious
concerns as to whether or not their cases are treated the same as if an Irish
national child went missing.

— Stakeholder 17

An unaccompanied minor or child goes missing from care. Next thing you know,
that person will show up at Belfast Airport, looking to fly to Great Britain, or
they’llend up in care in Northern Ireland, so there’s a clear connection between
some sort of movements between Ireland and Northern Ireland, and it seems to
be organised to an extent.

— Stakeholder 03

Demand reduction

The amended Directive mandates that Member States criminalise the intentional use of
services involving the exploitation of THB victims and undertake education and
campaigns about the online dimension of THB and the types of exploitation, to reduce
demand.’*Ireland has already criminalised a range of such offences in relation to child
sexual abuse, child sexual abuse material and the purchasing of sex.'*The proposed
Criminal Law (Sexual Offences, Domestic Violence and International Instruments) Bill
2025 will create the offence of knowingly using the services of a victim of trafficking.'®®

The Commission has also noted that the Labour Exploitation and Trafficking (Audit of

93Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims,
Arts 18(1) & 18b (1).

194Child Trafficking and Pornography Act 1998 and Criminal Justice (Sexual Offences) Act 2017, Part 4.

195 Criminal Law (Sexual Offences, Domestic Violence and International Instruments) Bill 2025 (General
Scheme), Part 4, Chapter 1, s8.
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Supply Chains) Bill 2021 could reduce demand for TLE'*®and that the Online Safety and
Media Regulation Act 2022'%” may also help to reduce demand by assisting the

investigation, prosecution and convictions of all ICT-facilitated crimes.®

Legislation to reduce demand

Stakeholders expressed differing views regarding the success of legislation to reduce
demand generally, particularly in the context of trafficking for sexual exploitation under

the Criminal Justice (Sexual Offences) Act 2017.7%°

I’m not sure that this law or any laws are going to be successful to reduce
demand in an activity of that nature. So the purchasing aspect of it, now,
because the purchaser has committed an offence, or you suspect they have, you
have to caution them, so they don’t say anything. And they’re certainly not going
to go witness for you.

— Stakeholder 11

It was broughtin in 2017 with very good intentions but with no power behind it
and it’s nearly unenforceable. But the thought and the theory behind itis
certainly better than not having it.

— Stakeholder 06

Despite this, there was relatively broad support for introducing such measures with
views that it sends a powerful message while also raising public awareness and

changing attitudes and approaches to dealing with victims.

We need to make sure that migrant women who’ve been trafficked in and who

are being pimped as sex workers, know that they’re not criminals. They then can

98| abour Exploitation and Trafficking (Audit of Supply Chains) Bill 2021.

%70Online Safety and Media Regulation Act 2022.

%8|rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p85 and Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),
Contribution to the European Commission’s 5th Progress Report on the Fight against Trafficking in
Human Beings in the European Union, p23.

1%Criminal Justice (Sexual Offences) Act 2017.

50


https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/bills/bill/2021/45/
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2022/act/41/enacted/en/print
https://www.ihrec.ie/uploads/banners/HTML/uploads/banners/26082025-IHREC-NR-Report-to-GRETA_Final.pdf
https://www.ihrec.ie/uploads/banners/HTML/uploads/banners/26082025-IHREC-NR-Report-to-GRETA_Final.pdf
https://www.ihrec.ie/uploads/banners/HTML/uploads/banners/26082025-IHREC-NR-Report-to-GRETA_Final.pdf
https://www.ihrec.ie/uploads/banners/HTML/uploads/banners/26082025-IHREC-NR-Report-to-GRETA_Final.pdf
https://www.ihrec.ie/downloads/Contribution-to-the-European-Commission%E2%80%99s-5th-Progress-Report-on-the-Fight-against-Trafficking-in-Human-Beings-in-the-European-Union.pdf
https://www.ihrec.ie/downloads/Contribution-to-the-European-Commission%E2%80%99s-5th-Progress-Report-on-the-Fight-against-Trafficking-in-Human-Beings-in-the-European-Union.pdf
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2017/act/2/enacted/en/html

Child Trafficking and ICT-Facilitated Child Trafficking

feel empowered to report, because the sale of sex has been decriminalised,
whereas the purchase is criminalised. That all links again to the fact that it’s
awareness, it’s a deterrent knowing that the laws are there.

— Stakeholder 18

If you actually do want to really tackle demand, you need to really much more
strengthen the aspects that address the buyer. But the other big element of that
legislation was the decriminalisation of these women. In fairness to the Guards,
this is where they’ve really excelled. They’re now approaching them as
vulnerable victims, and as potential victims of trafficking, even if it’s not
trafficking. That’s been really successful in terms of legislation. It’s the normative
and declarative effect.

— Stakeholder 12

Reasonably similar views were expressed by some stakeholders in relation to the
Criminal Justice (Engagement of Children in Criminal Activities) Act 2024,2° with the
majority feeling that, while it may be difficult to prosecute and secure a conviction, the
sentiment of the legislation was important as it sent a clear message that grooming

children into criminality was an offence.

You know that new Act about engaging children in criminal activity? It’s
important too. But is it just a sticky plaster situation?

— Stakeholder 06

200Criminal Justice (Engagement of Children in Criminal Activities) Act 2024.
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That was so important, because it wasn’t even about the fact that now there is a
criminal offence of grooming children into criminality. It was that it’s a deterrent,
that people know that that’s there despite it being difficult to prosecute.
Organisations working with youth and criminality were so glad that there was an
actual law that was sending a message particularly to younger adult men in the
neighbourhoods and communities that they would be punished for the
grooming.

— Stakeholder 18

Protection

Identification of child victims

The low numbers of identifications of child victims of trafficking or exploitation in
Ireland was raised by almost all stakeholders across all sectors. The issue of under
identification of child victims including Irish nationals has been consistently highlighted

by the Commission.?"

That’s a concern that we have had for the last while. We’ve been very conscious
of the really low rates of identification of child victims of trafficking.

— Stakeholder 09

It’s very much under-reported and that’s kind of worrying. Other countries with
more robust systems are better at identifying.

— Stakeholder 19

Ireland v UK Identifications

Stakeholders across a range of sectors highlighted the disparity in the numbers of child
victims in Ireland compared to other jurisdictions. The UK was consistently named as a

country that was doing well with regards identifying potential child victims. One

207 Jrish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p203.
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stakeholder stressed that the UK collects statistics on both presumed and officially
recognised child victims whereas Ireland records officially recognised victims only.
This point regarding presumed or suspected victims not being recorded in Ireland was
raised by a number of stakeholders who noted that An Garda Siochana might be aware
of many more potential victims but that they may not want to come forward or there
may not be enough evidence to officially identify them as victims. This could be
particularly true for children who may be less likely to come forward due to fear or
because they do not identify themselves as victims of trafficking. Given that
identification will no longer be linked to cooperation with criminal investigations under
the new NRM, the number of child victims identified may increase, but more will still

also need to be done to identify them.

Officially there could be two victims, but unofficially there could potentially be
many more but they won’t be recorded on any system. The figures can be
unquantifiable because none of them came forward. So | would say the figures
are very low only because they’re the only ones identified, but they’re much
bigger, much, much bigger.

— Stakeholder 22

It’s only the tip of the iceberg. The ones that are being identified are the ones who
have come forward. It’s the ones that are so fearful of law enforcement, or so
fearful of talking, speaking out about it, that they disappear.

- Stakeholder 06

Some stakeholders noted that a reluctance to come forward might be particularly true
in relation to children who fell victim to ICT-facilitated grooming and exploitation. They
listed how children may be afraid of getting into trouble with their parents for being
online without permission.

High profile cases in the media were highlighted, such as that of Alexander McCartney,
who was estimated to have targeted around 3,500 child victims,?*? illustrating the ICT-

facilitated ease of access.

202 BBC News (25 October 2024) Abuser in ‘UK’s largest catfishing case’ jailed for life.
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| hear some of the worst stories, where parents think their teenage girl or boy is in
their bed asleep during the night, and all night they’re talking to some predator.
— Stakeholder 12

International good practice - Identification in the United Kingdom

It is mandatory that first responders in the UK (England and Wales), refer potential and
suspected child victims of modern slavery and human trafficking to the NRM and the
child’s consent is not required.?*® Before referral to the NRM, which is made online,
children must be safeguarded.?** Once a referral is made, competent authorities must
make a first instance ‘reasonable grounds’ decision within five days. The US
Department of State notes that, for suspected child victims of modern slavery and THB,
the Home Office recently devolved the NRM decision-making process to local
authorities and that by January 2025 this process had already been implemented in 20
local authority areas.?*® In April 2025, local decision-making was extended to ten
additional areas.?% This process has been commended by CSOs as not only resulting in
more timely and reliable decision-making regarding child victims but also ensuring that
assistance and services are provided to child victims more quickly.?’

The most recent UK statistics, for Quarter 2 of 2025, show that 1,717 children were
identified as potential victims of modern slavery and THB, constituting 30% of the total
NRM referrals and the highest number per quarter ever in the UK. 28

Figures for the UK in 2023 show that 7,432 children were identified as potential victims
of THB, primarily for criminal exploitation.?®® Children accounted for 44% of all NRM
referrals and 5,797 (78%) of these potential child victims were UK nationals.?'° However,

the Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner and ECPAT note that despite the 138%

203UK Government (2025), National referral mechanism guidance: adult (England and Wales), Section 2.1.
Ireland also has statutory child safeguarding arrangements which do not depend on a child’s consent.
Child protection concerns are referred to and managed by Tusla under the child protection framework.
204ipid, Section 2 & 2.1.

205US Department of State (2025), 2025 Trafficking in Persons Report: United Kingdom.

208K Home Office (2025), Modern slavery: National Referral Mechanism and Duty to Notify statistics UK,
quarter 2 2025 - April to June, Section 2.

207US Department of State (2025), 2025 Trafficking in Persons Report: United Kingdom.

208K Home Office (2025), Modern slavery: National Referral Mechanism and Duty to Notify statistics UK,
quarter 2 2025 - April to June, Section 2.

2%Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner & ECPAT UK (2025), Child Trafficking in the UK 2024: A

snapshot, p8.
210@-
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increase in children referred to the NRM in the period 2019 to 2023, the number of
children who have been formally recognised as victims of THB is decreasing, due to
immigration law changes which raised the evidentiary threshold for ‘reasonable
grounds’ decisions. They note that the percentage of children receiving positive
‘reasonable grounds’ decisions dropped from 90% in 2022 to 78% in 2023, while the
number of children receiving positive ‘conclusive grounds’ determinations (formal
recognition) decreased from 92% to 80% in the same period.?" Despite this drop in
formal identification of children as victims of THB, the mandatory NRM referrals and
large numbers of children, including UK national children, being identified as potential
victims of TCA, suggests that organisations and professionals working as first
responders are aware of the signs and indicators of THB in children and the issues and

dynamics arising.

However, some stakeholders noted that identification as a presumed victim was just
the first step and that the UK was not performing well in the provision of services to

child victims due to long waiting times for them to be formally recognised as victims.

| think the UK has done identification well. | don’t think anything they do after
thatis particularly well done.

— Stakeholder 21

The example from the UK is very illustrative in terms of identification, and | think
very damaging in the sense that, you know, you raise expectations for those
children who think that they’re going to be supported in some way and they’re
left languishing because the processes can’t keep up with that amount of
numbers, it’s actually not helping those children.

— Stakeholder 18

Over-emphasis on official identifications

Other stakeholders, particularly those working in the public sector to combat child

trafficking, highlighted that, while numbers of formally identified child victims in Ireland

N
‘?
o
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are low, they felt that there was an over-emphasis on numbers. Some stakeholders felt
that the most important part was that children who have been exploited or abused

receive appropriate services and supports.

Historically, numbers are low but we all kind of tend to get too caught up in the
numbers of identified victims.

— Stakeholder 22

Identification based on the immigration system

Many stakeholders spoke about their concerns that Irish children were not being
identified as victims, primarily due to the focus of the existing system on immigration
and a reluctance to accept that child trafficking can happen to children already in

Ireland.

When child trafficking has been addressed, if it has been addressed, it has been
primarily within the category of unaccompanied minors and separated children
seeking international protection. So it’s always about the other child, it’s an
othering, it’s unaccompanied minors or it’s children in care and not necessarily
Irish children in care, although obviously it is Irish children in care as well. This is
a huge concern.

— Stakeholder 08

What about nationally trafficked children? It’s a real issue, because people don’t
want to acknowledge that it is homegrown.

— Stakeholder 19

Conceptions of child trafficking affecting identification — terminology
issues

Many stakeholders mentioned that they felt that another reason could be that there
were different conceptions of child trafficking, grooming and exploitation among
professionals, or a preference to use what was perceived as ‘softer’ terminology
particularly in relation to sexual exploitation of children. Others spoke about grooming

exploitation and trafficking forming part of a continuum.
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The reasons for that, | think, are multifaceted. Number one is that the line
between exploitation and trafficking can be a very, very, very grey area. There is
like a continuum of exploitation, and that could be child sexual exploitation,
criminal exploitation, or for a whole range of other purposes. And within that,
some cases are trafficked and some may not hit that threshold.

— Stakeholder 01

There is a complete blanket reluctance to call it child trafficking. And there’s the
whole 2017 reclassification of the child sexual exploitation statistics that has
never been properly answered. There is this huge confusion when it comes to
child trafficking for sexual exploitation because now all the sexual exploitation
cases are outside of the trafficking. So the softer terms will be used when it
comes to child sexual exploitation, the exploitation and grooming. And when it
comes to child criminal exploitation, it again is exploitation and grooming. So
there is that real reluctance to name it for what it is. | think the term grooming is
doing the children a disservice because grooming is the process that leads to the
exploitation. So it almost waters it down or makes it sound a little bit benign, to
be honest.

— Stakeholder 08

Many expressed serious concerns as to the lack of identification of children who are
being criminally exploited, or exploited in other ways, whether victims of trafficking or
not. They felt that this was the area where children caught offending needed most to be
viewed through a trafficking lens so law enforcement and others could consider that

they might be a victim as opposed to a suspect.

There is the risk of misidentification, that’s the problem. So children, you know
they’re being treated as offenders and suspects, rather than potential victims, of
non-sexual forms, like there’s labour, forced criminality, begging.

— Stakeholder 13

Some stakeholders also felt that the term grooming also led to victims feeling ashamed

and that they were to blame for their exploitation. Stigma and shame in turn prevent
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victims, particularly children, from coming forward, which, as noted, is a particular

concern in relation to ICT-facilitated abuse and exploitation.

I’ve heard that it implies a weakness that they allowed themselves to be
groomed. | do think that the term grooming could do with some interrogation. |
also think that it’s still very associated with a kind of dodgy old guy in a rain mac
grooming a prepubescent child, so perhaps we need a better word to describe
this phenomenon, or that it needs to be better understood, what it looks like. |
think there’s a view that if you fall for it, if you fall into the trap. You’re at fault and
you were foolish to have trusted that guy.

— Stakeholder 12

Typically, a third would say they kept it to themselves. Sometimes it’s because
they’re afraid they will get into trouble, or their device will be taken away. That’s
the challenge, as we have no real sense of the size of this problem. If children
aren’t telling an adult, if they’re not reporting it to an Garda Siochana, how do we
know?

— Stakeholder 02

Other issues with terminology arose. Some stakeholders warned about the conflation
by the public and the State of trafficking with other offences such as smuggling,

organised prostitution or child sexual abuse.

Raising awareness in general is huge, because still to this day, people don’t know
what human trafficking is. They conflate it with smuggling and technically that
could be trafficking, if they’re getting exploited.

- Stakeholder 06

National Referral Mechanism

Statutory NRM commencement

Although not yet commenced, while the Operational Guidance is still under

development, the new NRM has now been placed on a statutory footing under the
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Criminal Justice (Sexual Offences and Human Trafficking) Act 2024.2'> AformalNRM is a
requirement of the amended Anti-Trafficking Directive.?'®* The placing of the NRM on
statutory footing has been commended by the Commission (while also noting gaps
such as in regard to assistance, a key aspect of an NRM).?'* This move was praised by
many stakeholders as a positive development noting also the Directive’s focus on the
best interests of the child and the need for a victim-centred and child rights-based

approach.

What we’re doing well is putting the National Referral Mechanism on a legislative
footing. | mean, we’re the first European country to do that. That is pioneering in
many ways and a good thing.

— Stakeholder 08

It’s a victim-centred approach. That’s the way we should be. That’s a principled
approach, a human rights approach and children’s rights approach. The core is
that everyone acts in the best interest of children. It’s in law and that dictates the
bottom line for every agency and NGO in the State and how we all approach this
work.

— Stakeholder 05

A number of stakeholders expressed disappointment regarding the delayed

commencement of the new NRM.

We look at the Operational Guidance being kicked down the road on a daily
basis. We received a copy of the draft guidance in December 2024, what has
happened to that? Was it just scrapped?

- Stakeholder 21

22Griminal Law (Sexual Offences and Human Trafficking) Act 2024, Part 3.

23Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims,
Art 11(4).

2"%Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024), Contribution to the European Commission’s 5th
Progress Report on the Fight against Trafficking in Human Beings in the European Union, p34 and lIrish
Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third Evaluation of
the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive p130.
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We really want the new NRM to be operational, so we have a coordinated
approach between all the stakeholders and bodies.

— Stakeholder 09

Even the Operational Guidance in relation to the NRM. There’s very little detail in
terms of how it’s going to operate or work. So we’re very much in the dark.

— Stakeholder 15

Other stakeholders, however, stressed that referrals can still be made under the existing
system and that they would like to see more referrals being made while awaiting

finalisation of the new NRM.

There will be direct referrals by many bodies when the revised approach is fully in
place, but in the meantime, we need to make sure that until that time, that the
referrals are being made to An Garda Siochana and that vulnerable victims,
particularly children, are being identified and referred.

— Stakeholder 18

Forced criminality is probably happening. We all need to get that message out to
the public, to State agencies and others. Also, we’re not recognising a lot of
children who have been sexually exploited in Ireland. If that is happening, it
needs to be reported to An Garda Siochana.

— Stakeholder 06

The formalisation of the new NRM in statute, replacing the current system, was
welcomed by many stakeholders with hopes that this should also ensure that THB is no
longer erroneously conflated with the immigration and international protection

systems.

What we have has traditionally been a migration-focused trafficking referral
system.

— Stakeholder 18
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There is a clear trend of children who enter Ireland at a port of entry and are then
identified through the immigration and asylum process (in Ireland or the UK). It’s
through their asylum application that they’re referred to the NRM.

— Stakeholder 03

Multi-stakeholder identification

All stakeholders, who spoke about the new NRM, were supportive of the new role of
Competent Authorities and Trusted Partners in referring presumed victims and formally
identifying victims. Some noted that this was in line with international good practice,
particularly for children including the OSCE ‘Social Path’ approach which advocates for
a multi-disciplinary approach to identification which does not rely solely on law

enforcement and includes child-specific procedures.?'®

International good practice - OSCE’s ‘Social Path’ model

In their publication, ‘Putting Victims First: The ‘Social Path’ to Identification and
Assistance’ the OSCE promotes an approach to identifying victims of trafficking that
prioritises access to protection and support services by vesting authority for conclusive
identification in social protection actors. This ensures long-term assistance and durable
solutions for child victims which are not linked to participation in criminal justice
processes. It recognises that many victims, including children, may be unwilling or
unable to cooperate with law enforcement but should still be able to access assistance
and protection.?’® The OSCE notes how early identification, outside of the criminal
justice system, is critical for protecting victims of trafficking, particularly children who
often face complex vulnerabilities and may not recognise themselves as victims.?"”
Frontline professionals in social services, education, healthcare and civil society
organisations are identified as key actors in detecting indicators of trafficking and

referring potential victims to support mechanisms.?"®

2%Qrganization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2023), Putting victims first: The ‘social path’ to
identification and assistance, pp30 & 31.

218ibid, p7.

217M, p19

28Qrganization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2023), Putting victims first: The ‘social path’ to
identification and assistance, p12.
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For child victims, the OSCE highlights the need for child-centred identification
procedures, including specialised training for professionals, multi-disciplinary
cooperation and safeguarding mechanisms that prioritise the best interests of the
child.?'®* Once identified, children should receive immediate access to services such as
safe accommodation, guardianship, psychological support, healthcare and legal

assistance.??

Many believed that the new NRM should encourage more victims to come forward,
including children, while also freeing up Gardai time to investigate suspected cases of

trafficking.

The inclusion of other parties, aside from the Garda Siochana to identify victims
or potential victims, that’s really positive, because at the end of the day a child
might be more frightened, a young person might be really frightened to speak to
law enforcement, especially if that young person is coming from a migrant
background where they have more fear of the police.

— Stakeholder 14

Resourcing, training and staffing issues

Despite a broad welcome for the new, statutory NRM, stakeholders stressed the
additional resourcing and staffing that would be required to ensure people were

correctly trained to identify victims and work together to provide supports and services.

When the identification piece moves to a more broadly based or wider range of
people, there’s therefore also the risk that there won’t be complete engagement
from those stakeholders and then where are you. It’s like anything, it depends on
resourcing, training, and staffing issues.

— Stakeholder 16

219ihid, pp30 & 31.
20pid, p31.
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It’s really difficult for us to plan in terms of resourcing, or even what our role is.
We don’t know at what point we’re going to be providing services.

— Stakeholder 09

It will take time and huge resourcing to train everyone.

— Stakeholder 03

In the context of child trafficking, the proper resourcing of Tusla was a particular

concern. This is despite significant investment and growth in services.

| am already concerned about resourcing for children in care, as there are
already severe resource issues within the system.

— Stakeholder 12

In terms of the new NRM with the child-specific lens on it and the role of Tusla.
On paper that looks very promising you’d almost presume that every staff
member of Tusla will have the opportunity to report suspicions of child trafficking
into the operational committee, but the reality is that there will be the
appointment of a designated person in an agency that is already struggling with
resources. | mean, they are doing great work, they’re doing their best, but it’s very
difficult.

- Stakeholder 21

Need for clear timelines

In addition to concerns about adequate training and resourcing, many stakeholders
highlighted the need for clear timescales to be included in statute with many noting the
long delays in the UK for children waiting for official identification (conclusive grounds
decision). Clear and realistic timelines are also cited by the OSCE as an integral part of

any NRM.?21

221 Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2023), Putting victims first: The ‘social path’ to
identification and assistance, p31.
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| suppose the timelines, the oversight isn’t there in legislation. Without proper
timescales, the process is going to be so slow that there’s just going to be this
huge cohort in kind of limbo.

— Stakeholder 21

NRM and increased identification of child victims

The commitments in the 2024 Act???> and the NAP to child-specific identification
measures are welcome??® and provide a pathway for compliance with the amended
Directive.?** It is the State’s hope that the new NRM, in conjunction with the NAP, will
make it easier for more adult and child victims of THB to come forward and be
identified.??® However, many stakeholders stressed how adult victims often do not
initially self-identify as victims of trafficking, but that in the case of children, they felt
that most, if not all, children and particularly unaccompanied minors, do not and will

not realise that they are a victim of trafficking.

They don’t announce their trafficking. The majority of young people don’t even
know they have been trafficked. And oftentimes it’s only after some kind of a
trusting relationship has been built up that you would hear it.

— Stakeholder 07

Stakeholders highlighted how methods and techniques used by traffickers to groom
children, particularly children groomed into sexual or criminal exploitation, further

reduced the chances of children identifying as a victim of trafficking.

We can’t push the responsibility onto a child for self-identification. If you have a
child, and I’ve seen them, and you’ll have come across them as well, I’ve seen
three kids on a LUAS sometime during the years standing in front of me talking

about their day. One of them having to take out a calculator to work out how

222Criminal Law (Sexual Offences and Human Trafficking) Act 2024, Part 3, s23(1)(c)(iv).

223Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration (2023), Third National Action Plan to Combat and
Prevent Human Trafficking 2023-2027, Action 1.10.

224Djrective (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims,
Art 19b(2)(a).

225Minister for Justice, Helen McEntee TD, Parliamentary Question 1063, 22 January 2025.
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much money he made from standing at the top of the laneway keeping sketch for
the Guards. He’d made 800 quid that day. Selling drugs or whatever was being
sold. If you have a child who is vulnerable in some way or description receiving
800 quid cash into their hand, what child will self-identify as a victim of
anything?

- Stakeholder 21

Children in care. They’re coming back with brand new phones, they’re wearing
designer gear, and you’re looking at those phones, but you’re giving them, like, 20
euro a week pocket money. Are you not joining any sort of dots here, you know?
They don’t identify as victims. Not at all! No, they don’t, sure they’re getting great
free stuff for doing stuff.

— Stakeholder 17

It might just be more like a phone kind of text-based relationship, and then it
would build from there. And it would become, certainly what the girl would
understand as, a boyfriend-girlfriend relationship, and it was some of that love-
bombing stuff, gifts, a new phone, taken to parties, things like that. They feel
special.

— Stakeholder 12

Child-specific NRM

The Commission has previously suggested the introduction of a statutory child-specific
NRM as a way to support and strengthen the identification, protection and provision of
sufficient support and assistance to child victims.?**The introduction of a child-specific

NRM is supported by SERP,??” with a clear majority of stakeholders expressly stating that

228|rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p3.

227 Sexual Exploitation and Policy Institute (2025) Submission to GRETA Group of Experts on Action
against Trafficking in Human Beings On The Fourth Evaluation Round Of The Implementation Of The
Council Of Europe’s Convention On Action Against Trafficking In Human Beings Thematic Focus:
Addressing Vulnerabilities To Trafficking In Human Beings p.12.
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a properly resourced child-specific NRM, with separate child-specific protocols,

procedures and processes, could be operated and managed by Tusla.

On a practical level, it could suit Tusla because in terms of child trafficking, it’s
predominantly Tusla who have responsibility for children. So it probably would
make it easier.

— Stakeholder 07

If Tusla were able to manage that, and to manage the administration and the
expectations of what an NRM would look like if it was just for child victims, then
yes, it’s very good, it’s aspirational, butitis anidea. | am not sure how it would
work in practice, but I’d love to see how it would work, and | think it would
probably need a lot of resources within Tusla, because Tusla will have do

everything. — Stakeholder 06

As noted, the legal definition of child trafficking differs to that of adult trafficking as it
does not require a ‘means’ element. A practical consequence of this is that this lower
threshold requires a different approach to identification. Consequently, many
stakeholders were in favour of a statutory child-specific NRM or a child-specific
pathway to recognise this important difference. Another reason mentioned by a
significant number of stakeholders for a child-specific NRM or child-specific
procedures was that children generally need different supports and services to adults

and that child victims are entitled to special provisions and need additional supports.

But in terms of children, though, children are not just like small adults. You know,
so is there going to be a child-specific approach here, because this is really what
it’s about, isn’t it? Well, | think it’s either a separate NRM, or there’s maybe a
clearly embedded pathway within the NRM that’s child-centred, so the
safeguards are there. You have to have rapid protection decisions made, and
multi-agency cooperation is needed. So there does have to be some delineation.
How they doit, | don’t know, but if they’re not going to do a separate one, then
there has to be a clear line in the one that they have that deals with children.

— Stakeholder 13
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Some stakeholders highlighted how a separate NRM for children would bring more of a
focus on child victims, would ensure that they were not ‘lost’ in the adult system, and

provide greater accountability in relation to child victims.

There was massive disappointment around the fact that there wasn’t a child-
centred mechanism. Children have been shoehorned into the NRM that is, you
know, primarily for adults. And that comes about from this misconception or this
reluctance to see the prevalence of child trafficking for what it is and a
reluctance to call it that.

— Stakeholder 08

One of the reasons why the child-specific NRM is important is because they’ll be
focused solely on children, on the issues of children. | know IHREC had
recommended it, and | totally support IHREC in recommending it because if we
are just putting them under the general NRM, they just get lost in the system. The
purpose of that child-specific NRM is so people are responsible for certain
issues and have certain roles to play. Once you have that role delegated to you,
you cannot hide from it anymore. You’ll be held accountable, in concrete terms.

— Stakeholder 14

These views contrasted with a limited number who felt that a child-specific NRM was

unnecessary.

It doesn’t make any sense to have two parallel systems, and not to have one
system where you might have a child and their parents who are being dealt with
through the NRM. You might have an unaccompanied minor who ages out, who
would have to move to a different system. It would overcomplicate things.

— Stakeholder 18

The UK has a child-specific pathway in operation where referrals, unlike those for
adults, do not require the consent of the child victim.??® In 2021, Portugal established a

child-specific NRM protocolin line with OSCE good practice to have child-specific

228K Government (2025), National referral mechanism guidance: adult (England and Wales), Section 2.1.
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identification procedures and supports??® and that NRM child services are linked to
national child statutory services.?° This protocol however fails to follow the ‘social path’

system as entry into the NRM still requires law enforcement cooperation.

International good practice — Portugal’s child-specific NRM protocol
The European Commission highlights thatin 2021, Portugal launched the ‘Protocol for
the definition of action procedures for the Prevention, Detection and Protection of
(presumed) children victims of trafficking in human beings’,?*' a child-specific NRM
protocol. The NRM establishes procedures for the prevention, detection, identification,
support and protection of (presumed) child victims of THB.Z*? It is aimed at
professionals in contact with children and tasked with preventing, detecting and
protecting child victims and consolidates and strengthens the mechanisms for
coordination, cooperation and communication of their efforts.?3® The Protocol aims to
protect the fundamental rights of children and takes a victim-centred and best interests
of the child approach including by reducing the risk of re-victimisation or re-
trafficking.?** The NRM is supported by Portugal’s Fifth Action Plan for the Prevention
and Combatting of Human Trafficking 2025-2027 which provides clear and coordinated
response structures and improved accountability regarding child trafficking and
exploitation.?%

The establishment of a child-specific NRM protocol was commended by GRETA.?%¢ The
Group noted that it provides national authorities involved in the identification and
protection of child victims with guidelines for a child-protective intervention (in which

reference is made to the best interests of the child; right to information; the right to be

22%Qrganization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2023), Putting victims first: The ‘social path’ to
identification and assistance, p12.

200ffice for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (2022), National Referral Mechanisms: Joining
Efforts to Protect the Rights of Trafficked Persons, A Practical Handbook - Second Edition p112.
Z1Eyropean Commission, Portugal: General situation regarding trafficking in human beings.
225ecretaria Geral do Ministerio do Trabalho Solidariedade e Seguranga Social, 4 June 2021, New
national referral system to combat child trafficking presented. Protocol (in Portuguese) can be found
here.

23ibid.

2%4ibid.

280ffice of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Portugal’s Submission on the call
or Inputs from Sale, Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse: Progress, New Frontiers and the Path
Forward, p3.

2%8Council of Europe (2022) GRETA Third Evaluation Report: Portugal, p40.
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heard and to participate in court proceedings); identification indicators for different
forms of exploitation; guidelines and steps for victim identification and the
responsibilities of prosecutors, judges and social workers; an age assessment process;
procedures for the appointment of a legal guardian; details on assistance, reception,
(re)integration and repatriation (where appropriate); details on children’s rights to health
care, education, psychological assistance and access to justice); and training
guidelines.?®” However, despite this child-specific process, the US Department of State
highlights, in its 2025 report on Portugal, that comparatively few children and
Portuguese nationals are identified as victims of THB and that formal identification
continues to be undertaken primarily by police and requires cooperation with

investigations and prosecutions.?*®

The OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) recommends
that child-specific NRMs or pathways are directly linked to child protection systems and
staffed by recognised child specialists and supported by civil society and specialist
NGOs.%°To combat child trafficking the OSCE Office of the Special Representative and
Co-ordinator for Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings further recommends the
development of comprehensive child protection frameworks for all vulnerable
children.?® In Ireland, this could be done by mainstreaming child trafficking efforts

through Children First.

International good practice - Child-specific NRM pathways within child
protection systems

The OSCE’s Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) emphasises
that NRMs are cooperative national frameworks designed to ensure the identification,

referral and protection of victims of trafficking, including children, through coordinated

27ibid, pp40 & 41.

238S Department of State (2025), 2025 Trafficking in Persons Report: Portugal.

2390ffice for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (2022), National Referral Mechanisms: Joining
Efforts to Protect the Rights of Trafficked Persons, A Practical Handbook - Second Edition, p33.
24%Qrganization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2026), Survey Report 2026: Tracking
Implementation of the OSCE Commitments and Recommended Actions to Combat Trafficking in Human

Beings, p81.
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multi-disciplinary action between State agencies responsible for law enforcement,
child protection, education, healthcare and migration and civil society.?*!

Child victims require specific safeguards within NRMs due to their heightened
vulnerability and the complex protection needs associated with trafficking.?*? Child
protection principles, particularly the best interests of the child, should guide all
decision-making processes within the mechanism.?*® Children should have access to
specialised services, including guardian-advocates, child-appropriate accommodation,
medical and psychological care, legal assistance, long-term support and social
inclusion.

To support child-specific referral pathways the OSCE believes that States should also

establish national focal points for child victims of trafficking.?*

International good practice — National Focal Points for child victims
(OSCE)

The OSCE highlights the importance of designating specialised National Focal Points
(NFPs) to strengthen the identification, protection and assistance of child victims of
trafficking. NFPs, which could be located within an Ombudsman for Children Office or
statutory child protection agency, would serve as central coordinating actors within
national anti-trafficking systems, facilitating cooperation between law enforcement,
child protection authorities, migration services and civil society organisations.?* Their
primary role is to ensure coordinated assistance is available to national and non-
national child victims primarily via data and information sharing nationally and
internationally, and to facilitate support to cross-border cooperation, particularly in
cases involving missing or unaccompanied children and transnational trafficking
networks as well as ensuring continuity of care if a child is returned to their country of
origin or habitual residence.?*® The OSCE noted how NFPs, with clear mandates and

sufficient resources, can help ensure greater accountability for child victims within the

24ibid, p74 & 95.

22ibid, p46 & 47.

23ibid, p72 & 74.

244Qrganization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2020), Establishing National Focal Points to
Protect Child Victims of Trafficking in Human Beings, p19.

245ibid, pp19-23.

248ibid, pp25 & 45.
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national anti-trafficking responses and ensure that they are treated as full rights

holders.?”

Supports and services to child victims

In addition to allowing for formal identification as a victim of THB, entry into the NRM
makes a range of State and CSO services available to presumed and identified
victims.?*® The Commission has consistently highlighted how assistance to victims
should never be conditional on cooperation with the criminal justice process, but that
provision of appropriate support and services, in particular accommodation, is
essential for victims to be able to engage in the criminal justice process.?* This isin line
with the amended Directive, and GRETA recommendations.?° |t is also broadly
consistent with the OSCE ‘social path’ approach which fully detaches identification and
long-term assistance to victims from participation in criminal proceedings, but allows
for information obtained during this process to be shared with law enforcement should
avictim decide to participate in criminal proceedings .%*'

A number of serious deficiencies have been identified by the Commission in relation to
assistance to child victims of trafficking and unaccompanied minors who are in State
residential care in relation to accommodation and access to social workers, legal

advice, healthcare and education.??

247ibid, pp20 & 23.

248Criminal Law (Sexual Offences and Human Trafficking) Act 2024, s31 & s32.

24ibid, and Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in
Human Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in
Human Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against
Trafficking in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p132.

29Council of Europe (2022), GRETA Third Evaluation Report: Ireland, para 24.

210rganization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2023), Putting victims first: The ‘social path’ to
identification and assistance, pp30 & 31.

22 Jrish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024), Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, pp208-226 and pp237-247 which
draws on reports and statements by the Ombudsman for Children, Department of Education, CAMHS,
the Special Rapporteur on Child Protection and others.
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Age assessments

The Commission has previously expressed concerns about the manner in which age
assessments are undertaken by the State.?*®* The absence of clear procedures to
effectively and appropriately assess the age of unaccompanied minors in the
international protection process has led to children being placed in inappropriate
accommodation with adults and experiencing considerable uncertainty and
vulnerability, including financial vulnerability.?** The Commission has recommended
that age estimation assessments should be supported by strict policy guidelines that
are child-centred and adapted to the person’s specific needs (culture, gender, etc.),
should not be based on a medical test and should include an appeal process.?*

A number of stakeholders raised issues relating to age assessments, the presumption
of minority and potential conflict between the 2024 Act and the EU Pact implementing
legislation. The Commission and stakeholders referenced as positive the introduction
of a statutory presumption of minority in respect of the NRM in the 2024 Act.?*® They
also shared the Commission’s concerns as to how the new NRM will operate in parallel
to the new migration and asylum measures to be introduced in Ireland, particularly for

unaccompanied minors and migrant child victims.?’

We have really serious concerns because it doesn’t explicitly state the age of
minority presumption in relation to age assessments, so there needs to be an
alignment between all the legislation in relation to unaccompanied minors.

— Stakeholder 17

23Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Observations on the General Scheme of the
International Protection Bill 2025, pp9 & 10.

254Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p17.

2%|rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2023), Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Second
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive p152.

28Criminal Law (Sexual Offences and Human Trafficking) Act 2024, section 26.

27Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Observations on the General Scheme of the
International Protection Bill 2025, p17 & 18.
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One stakeholder also noted how conducting appropriate age assessments was also
relevant to THB investigations and prosecutions, speaking of instances where confusion

over the age of a defendant has held up trials in Ireland.

That’s coming up regarding the age of the children who are suspects. They’ll have
false documentation. So nobody knows exactly what age they are. And so, if you
want to prosecute somebody and if you don’t know if they’re a child, or they’re an
adult, how do you try them? Because you can’t try them in an adult court if
they’re a child, but you don’t have any paperwork for that. So we’re left with
having no idea what age they are, subject to showing the judge all the different
paperwork and going, here, make a decision, we can’t.

— Stakeholder 13

The International Protection Act 2026 implements new immigration procedures related
to the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum. %8 The Act was commenced in June 2026.

Part 3 of the International Protection Act 2026 establishes new statutory procedures for
age assessments of unaccompanied minors.?*® Where there are doubts in relation to
the age of an applicant, a multi-disciplinary assessment will be carried out.?®® There is
also provision for medical examination to determine age.?®' The Minister is required to
make regulations prescribing the suitable means of the multi-disciplinary assessment
and the suitable medical means of assessing the age of the applicant, together with
other aspects of the age assessment such as the qualifications, training and experience
of those carrying out the assessments.?%?

The Commission had previously expressed serious concerns about inadequate
legislative scrutiny?®® of the International Protection Act 202624, including the lack of

detail on and inadequate provisions regarding age assessments.?®® These concerns

258 |nternational Protection Act 2026.

2%9 |nternational Protection Act 2026, Part 3.

260 International Protection Act 2026, sections 55 & 56.

281 International Protection Act 2026, section 57.

282 International Protection Act 2026, section 63.

283Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (26 February 2026), No Meaningful Debate on the
International Protection Bill as it Passes Through Remaining Dail Stages.

2%4International Protection Act 2026.

28%|rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Observations on the General Scheme of the
International Protection Bill 2025, pp9 & 10.
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were echoed by the Ombudsman for Children’s Office which also highlighted how
inadequate pre-legislative scrutiny prevents public examination of a process which may
not comply with international and European human rights standards.?®

The Commission has highlighted the importance of conducting age assessments under
the International Protection Act 2026 in a clear, child-centred and human rights-
compliant manner. Under the Act, unaccompanied minors will be exempt from the 12-
week asylum border procedure.?®” The Irish Refugee Council has expressed concern
that unaccompanied minors will be incorrectly subject to the 12-week procedure
referring to previous cases where unaccompanied minors have been incorrectly

processed as adults, with some sleeping rough post-arrival.?®

Special emergency arrangements

Another risk to some unaccompanied minors, previously criticised by the Commission
and also by the judiciary,?®® has been their placement in private residential facilities
under special emergency arrangements. Such facilities have not been subject to HIQA
inspections with staff who may not be sufficiently trained in child protection and
trafficking risks and indicators.?”°

In 2025, HIQA found that Tusla had not adequately addressed concerns raised in a
previous inspection of the capacity of the Separated Children Seeking International
Protection team (SCSIP) Team in November 2023.2”' This was stated to be in part due to

the increase in referrals SCSIP.

2660mbudsman for Children Office (2025), Observations on the General Scheme of the International
Protection Bill 2025, pp9 & 10.

2%7Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Observations on the General Scheme of the
International Protection Bill 2025, p9.

268|rish Refugee Council (2024), Briefing Paper to the Qireachtas Justice Committee Members on the EU
Pact on Migration and Asylum, p4.

289The Irish Times, 4 November 2025, Tusla’s unregulated accommodation for asylum seeking children
should be reviewed, court hears.

2%Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p17.

27"Health Information and Quality Authority (2025), Health Information and Quality Authority Regulation
Directorate monitoring inspection of Child Protection and Welfare Services: Separated Children Seeking
International Protection, p24.
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The Ombudsman for Children Office has called for a prohibition on the placement of
children in private and unregulated accommodation and for the imposition of a
statutory duty for Tusla to ensure that there are sufficient appropriate placements for
children, particularly young children.?”? The Office further supports additional
resourcing for an extended mandate for HIQA to inspect such facilities.?”?

The inadequacy of special emergency arrangements was highlighted by RTE Investigates
in 2026. The programme illustrated the negative experiences of vulnerable and at-risk
children who were frequently moved around to different accommodation centres with a
lack of appropriate support and services and referenced some experiences of
exploitation.?’*

Tusla has reported working to address the use of SEAs through a variety of initiatives
and a significant growth in regulated care services as a result, including in 2025, by
opening Emergency Intake Units.?”® These Units will form the new regulated care model
response to all emergency accommodation for minors.?’¢ Tusla has recently reported
that it is ending its use of SEAs.?”’

The reliance on special emergency arrangements, as opposed to regulated centres, was

raised as a concern by a number of stakeholders.

I’ll be really straight; special emergency arrangements have no place in a care
system. They are not placements. We have emergency foster care placements,
we have emergency placements, so | don’t know what these are, and | don’t think
they’re legally sound. It’s terrible, and it’s our most vulnerable kids, kids who are
so severely at risk.

— Stakeholder 17

220mbudsman for Children Office (2026), Let’s Get it Right! A Rights-Based Vision for Children in Care,
p37

273@-

274RTE Investigates, 22 April 2026, Children in Care: one year following a system in crisis.

275 Source: Tusla (2026).

278 ibid.

277 RTE, 9 July 2026, Tusla ends use of special emergency arrangements
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Specialised accommodation

Ruhama, a specialised CSO supporting victims of TSE and prostitution, has identified
deficiencies in housing for children of women who are victims of TSE noting that
homelessness and inadequate and insecure housing places these women and their
children at risk of further exploitation.?”® The majority of migrant women victims of TSE
and their children are housed in International Protection Accommodation Services
(IPAS) facilities which are neither specialised, victim or child-centric, and not
appropriate for victims of THB. ?”° The EU Reception Directive notes that victims of
trafficking are likely to have special reception needs.?®® The Immigrant Council of Ireland
has also previously criticised the practice of placing women victims of sexual
exploitation in IPAS accommodation, noting that some girls in the age assessment
process have also been housed in these facilities.?®

The establishment of Rosa’s Place, a dedicated centre for women who have been
trafficked for sexual exploitation, funded by IPAS, was welcomed by a number of
stakeholders but generally stakeholders felt that Ireland was not performing well as
regards accommodation for adult and child victims. One stakeholder referenced
Belgium’s provision of three specialised reception centres for adult victims of
trafficking,?? with three similar accommodation centres operating for unaccompanied
minors and child victims of trafficking where they have access to mentors (guardians)

and legal and administrative support.?8

Rosa’s Place, it’s a start, and it’s a welcome start, but the likes of Belgium have
three of those reception centres and have had them for the last two decades.

— Stakeholder 22

278 Health Information and Quality Authority (2025), Health Information and Quality Authority Regulation
Directorate monitoring inspection of Child Protection and Welfare Services: Separated Children Seeking
International Protection, p21.

27% Ruhama (2025), Room for Recovery: Housing Hope After Exploitation, Comparing Models of
Accommodation for Victims of Human Trafficking for Sexual Exploitation, p51.

280EU Reception Directive 2024/1346, Art 24(h).

2Immigrant Council of Ireland (2020), Housing Trafficked Women in Ireland: Submission to the Advisory
Group on the Provision of Support including Accommodation to Persons in the International Protection
Process, p2.

282The Belgian adult reception centres of Surya (Wallonia), PAG-ASA (Brussels) and Payoke (Flanders)
operate at varying bed capacity - Surya: 21, PAG-ASA 16-21 and PAYOKE 25-50.

283Myria Belgian Federal Migration Centre, Shelters for Victims.
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Specialised services for child victims

The issue of accommodation and aftercare for child victims was spoken about by a
number of stakeholders, particularly in relation to children who are ‘ageing out’ of

services once they turn 18.

The majority of child victims, international protection applicants who were in the
care of Tusla, some of them wouldn’t be entitled to aftercare, when they age out.

— Stakeholder 09

There is rightly a huge focus on Tusla with these children, unaccompanied
minors, but there is an issue with the transition, what is happening then. There is
also a huge population of young 18-year-olds going into direct provision. | just
really would love to see the progress of the 18- to 21-year-olds who arrived
unaccompanied being tracked. Because they are exactly the young people who,
as they get older, may admit to the exploitation.

— Stakeholder 17

The Commission has also criticised the inadequate use of care orders and how special
emergency arrangements have only provided children with accommodation, as
opposed to other assistance.?®* Timely access to legal aid, healthcare, education, family
reunification and other services for all child victims of trafficking remain a serious
concern. Difficulties surrounding the rights of migrant child victims to education,
healthcare and family reunification were raised by a number of stakeholders. On the
issue of access to healthcare, one stakeholder noted how they felt that better services
were available for adult victims, via the HSE Anti-Human Trafficking Team, than child

victims.

International good practice - Barnahus model for child victims
The Barnahus model (‘Children’s House’) is an integrated, child-centred approach to
responding to child victims and witnesses of violence, exploitation and trafficking. The

model was first developed in Iceland in 1998 and has since been adopted across many

284Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, pp242 & 244.
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European countries, particularly in the Nordic countries and with a number of Barnahus
in Ireland now established for child victims of sexual violence and abuse. Itis
increasingly recognised by the Council of Europe and other international bodies as an
international good practice model for supporting child victims.

The central principle of Barnahus is that all key services involved in responding to
violence against children are brought together in a single child-friendly environment,
rather than requiring the child to interact with multiple institutions such as police
stations, hospitals and courts. The model therefore promotes coordinated multi-
disciplinary responses involving law enforcement, child protection services, medical
professionals and psychologists and can provide both crisis support and longer-term

therapeutic services.?®®

The Barnahus model is particularly relevant in cases of child trafficking and
exploitation, where child victims have often experienced complex trauma and require
coordinated responses across multiple agencies. By integrating investigative, protective
and therapeutic services in a single setting, Barnahus helps ensure that children are
treated primarily as victims while also strengthening the quality of evidence available
for criminalinvestigations. A core feature of the model is the use of specialised forensic
interviews conducted by trained professionals in child-friendly settings.?®¢ As with the
child specialist interviewer system in place in Ireland, these interviews are typically
video-recorded and may be used as evidence in criminal proceedings, reducing the risk
to children of re-traumatisation.

The Commission has recommended making the Barnahus model of multi-disciplinary
supports available to all child victims of trafficking in Ireland, not just child victims of
sexual abuse.?®” There was strong support from stakeholders for more comprehensive
and child-centred services to child victims of trafficking or exploitation and consistent

reference to Barnahus as a successful model implemented across Europe and support

285Council of the Baltic Sea States (2017), PROMISE Barnahus Quality Standards, pp12-13.

288ihid pp34-35.

287 Jrish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p32.
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for this model to be extended to all child victims of trafficking, as long as it was properly

resourced.

The Barnahus model is extremely effective all across Europe. It may be the
solution here too, but it is not currently the solution in operation. When we look
at our models here in Ireland, | think we have three Barnahus. We have one
physical Barnahus in Galway and the others are virtual. | remember last year
being told that they had a remit of potentially a 100,000 children all from one
centre on the outskirts of Galway. So it’s just going to be a resourcing issue.

— Stakeholder 21

People are referencing Barnahus as a preferred model simply because it joins up
the child protection with the criminal, health, and support pieces.

— Stakeholder 15

Another example of a successful local model for supporting child victims is the centre
in Berlin which was established in 2024 and provides access to child protection

specialists, and a range of multi-disciplinary supports and services.

International good practice — Centre for child victims in Berlin

In its chapter on Germany, the 2025 US Trafficking in Persons Report noted that a
specialised child trafficking protection centre had been established by the Berlin State
Government.?®® The new centre, aimed at improving the early detection, identification
and protection of child victims of THB, brings together professionals from youth
services, justice system, educational institutions and schools, health services and
other frontline public sector staff.?®® The centre began operating in spring 2024 and is
the first of its kind in Germany.?° During its first year, assistance was provided to more
than 50 child victims of trafficking for sexual exploitation, forced begging, labour

exploitation, forced marriage and criminal activity.?®' In the first nine months of 2025,

288S Department of State (2025), 2025 Trafficking in Persons Report: Germany.
289M‘

2%0Berlin State Government, Advice Center Fights Against Exploitation.

291@-
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the centre assisted more than 60 child victims of THB.?2 The Berlin State Government
reports that children supported were of a range of ages, genders, and nationalities.?*?
The establishment of the specialised child trafficking unit*®*has been praised by the
German Institute for Human Rights, the Independent National Rapporteur, which
highlights how such specialised counselling centres are important as they contain
experts with knowledge on child trafficking and trafficking indicators, child protection
risk assessments and the needs of child victims and who can advise the professionals
on the ground.®* The UN Special Rapporteur on the sale, sexual exploitation and sexual
abuse of children, has also described the centre as an example of good practice which
should be replicated across Germany to provide child-centred support by focusing on
early detection and identification of child victims and strengthening the collaboration
between youth welfare services, criminal investigation and victim protection.?*® The
National Rapporteur has also described the centre as a good practice in improving the
identification and protection of child victims, noting that, generally in Germany, often
instances of THB are not reported and many victims are never detected and identified
by police.?®” This is particularly true of child victims of TCA, it notes, highlighting that

many such child victims are incorrectly identified as criminals instead of as victims.?%®

Family reunification for unaccompanied minors

Regarding family reunification, one stakeholder noted how if the age assessment
process incorrectly assessed unaccompanied minors as adults, they could be denied

rights while in the legal process.

22German Institute for Human Rights (2025), Factsheet on Trafficking in and Exploitation of Minors in
Germany, p1.

293Berlin State Government, Advice Center Fights Against Exploitation.

294N VIA: Specialist Advice and Coordination Centre for Human Trafficking and Exploitation of Minors in
Berlin.

2%5German Institute for Human Rights (2025), Factsheet on Trafficking in and Exploitation of Minors in
Germany, pp1 & 2.

2%United Nations Human Rights Special Procedures (2024) Germany: Special Rapporteur calls for
consistent approach to child protection across the country, p7.

2’German Institute for Human Rights (2025), Factsheet on Trafficking in and Exploitation of Minors in

Germany, p1.
28ibid p1 & 2.
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Some decisions that Tusla made that a child was not eligible for their services,
and upon appeal, how many were overturned? Because it’s such a serious
decision, because when States say you’re not eligible for child services, then
your family reunification rights, your education rights are all gone. You could wait
six months for the appeal to discover that actually they got it wrong.

— Stakeholder 17

Other stakeholders noted how migrant child victims and unaccompanied minors
needed supports from their home countries but also noted how care needed to be taken

in relation to contacting their families, who may have been complicit in their trafficking.

When you’re looking at international connectivity around child trafficking there
are struggles in relation to family reunification where substantive information
can’t be guaranteed. Were the parents aware of the trafficking? Is it appropriate
that the young person is reunited as this could result in it happening all over
again.

— Stakeholder 07

National protocols

Another area of concern discussed by the Special Rapporteur on Child Protection,
raised in the context of organised sexual exploitation of children in residential State
care,”® and shared by the Commission, is the failure of Tusla to notify An Garda
Siochana in a timely manner of the suspected abuse of unaccompanied minors who
have gone missing from care.3® This is despite there being a specific response for
children in cases with sexual exploitation as a concern under the Joint Working Protocol
and Operation Cosnaim.*'The need to review the Joint Working Protocol for child

victims of sexual exploitation and for missing children was raised by a number of

299Special Rapporteur on Child Protection, Caoilfhionn Gallagher KC (2023) Opening Statement to the
Qireachtas Joint Committee on Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth: Discussion on Child
Protection, p6.

30%Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p238.

301 Joint Working Protocol for An Garda Siochana/Tusla.
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stakeholders with some noting a need to try to streamline protocols in relation to

vulnerable children and child victims.

| guess what concerns me is that the missing from care thing is still coming up all
the time. Tusla have a Joint Working Protocol with An Garda Siochana around
sexual exploitation and are better trained in those red flags. But I’m still hearing
these missing from care and exploitation concerns.

— Stakeholder 12

One stakeholder mentioned the need to improve national reporting protocols,
highlighting the need for Government websites to be up to date and for some kind of
emergency 24-hour hotline to be created to allow victims to get support or advice

outside of contacting An Garda Siochéana.

There are no defined spaces or a defined office where you can go and say these
people are responsible for this. You know, you call the Garda or Tusla but often
you are sent all over the place. Some places if you call after 6pm, you can’t even
get anybody to speak to at all. Even the Department of Justice, on Blue Blindfold
some phone numbers are not working, some emails nobody responds to. We
need, like, a national helpline. It could be under Cuan, but it must be a number
that you can call any time of the day, and there will be somebody, not an
answering machine, there’ll be somebody on the other end.

— Stakeholder 14

Trafficking indicator and risk assessments

Other areas of concern, raised in previous years by the Commission, in regard to Tusla
processes and procedures have been: inadequate and delayed Intake Eligibility
Assessments (IEA) for referrals from the International Protection Office; an incorrect
definition of child trafficking used in the Risk Assessment Matrix on Separated Children
at Risk of Trafficking screening process; and the need for trafficking-specific

procedures.®*? HIQA has also previously noted similar concerns noting that many IEAs

302|rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p240 & 241.
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did not routinely screen for risk of trafficking and exploitation; that safety planning was
not routinely conducted when a trafficking risk was identified; that these cases were
incorrectly classified as medium, as opposed to high risk; and that there was
inadequate follow up with other jurisdictions when children identified as being at risk of
trafficking went missing from care.®* The need for screening for child trafficking
indicators and comprehensive vulnerability assessments for children, particularly in
relation to unaccompanied minors in the international protection process when the

Pact is implemented, was mentioned by a number of stakeholders.

Now, as | understand from Tusla, they will do an assessment of a child, and ifa
child has specific vulnerabilities and they do need to be taken into State care and
are allocated a social worker. But we also have real concerns about the
vulnerability assessment in relation to reception conditions: one of the critical
ways that Ireland has advised that they’re going to try and identify trafficking and
child trafficking.

- Stakeholder 17

Allocation of social workers

The Commission has also previously noted failures by Tusla to allocate unaccompanied
minors a social worker,3** with HIQA’s most recent inspection noting that problems
persist regarding allocations of social workers and waiting times for social workers.3%®
The Commission has acknowledged the staffing pressures on Tusla and has called for
increased resources to be made available by the Minister. Tusla must fulfil its statutory
duties, expanded under the new NRM, towards all at-risk children who do not have

access to a parent or guardian.®*® The Commission has also noted that itis not clear

303Health Information and Quality Authority (2025), Health Information and Quality Authority Regulation
Directorate monitoring inspection of Child Protection and Welfare Services: Separated Children Seeking
International Protection, p32, 33, 36 & 42.

304Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p17 & 18.

305 Health Information and Quality Authority (2025), Health Information and Quality Authority Regulation
Directorate monitoring inspection of Child Protection and Welfare Services: Separated Children Seeking
International Protection, p27 & 35.

308ihid, p205.
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whether all identified child victims of trafficking are being allocated a social worker. The
support of a social worker is critical for child victims during investigations and
prosecutions.®’” It appears from stakeholder interviews that all identified child victims,
and unaccompanied minors, are not being allocated a social worker immediately, with
some expressing serious concerns as to how this is hampering the protection needs

and access to services and legal advice of child victims.

There’s a question of a drop in the standards. We used to be the best in Europe.
We used to have every child that came in got allocated a social worker, it didn’t
matter about their age. That is not happening now, it’s just accommodation only.

It’s not good enough, the watering down of the standards for unaccompanied

minors.

— Stakeholder 17

| understand that the Separated Children’s Team in Tusla is under a lot of
pressure but, especially when they’re aware that a child has been identified as a

potential victim of trafficking, that doesn’t seem to trigger any prioritisation that |

can see.

— Stakeholder 09

Some stakeholders highlighted how, particularly in relation to migrant children, that
culturally competent social workers were needed with others saying that they were not
sure if a social worker was needed or if other suitably trained professionals such as
some kind of child advocate could provide support to child victims, particularly in the

context of the current shortages of social workers.

The specific social worker that the child can have access to is very important.
Properly trained professionals, but also trauma-informed and culturally
sensitive. Tusla are doing their best, but | feel that the whole structure and
organisation needs to be totally overhauled.

— Stakeholder 14

3%7Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p246.
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The need for child victims and at-risk children to have access to a social worker and a
range of therapeutic and psychological supports was highlighted as key to their long-

term recovery, to prevent re-victimisation and re-trafficking and to build trust.

They need to have time to build rapport with their key person, that stable
relationship with a trusted professional in whom they could confide concerns
they have.

— Stakeholder 12

Personally | think it should be therapeutic intervention. Children who have
experienced such depths of trauma and without access to appropriate mental
health services and support and therapeutic intervention. That has to be the first.
It has to be the welfare of the child and whether that counsellor or psychologist
is the one good person in the child’s life.

— Stakeholder 08

Prosecution

Investigations

Investigations into THB and child trafficking are supported by**® or conducted by the
Human Trafficking Investigation and Coordination Unit (HTICU), a division of the Garda
National Protective Services Bureau which also has a specialised unit established to
investigate the commercial sex trade which includes victims of TSE. The US Department
of State reported that 67 new investigations into THB were commenced in 2024,
compared to 53 in 2023.3%° However, there is no information as to how many, or if any, of

these investigations relate to child trafficking and ICT-facilitated child trafficking.

308In many instances the HTICU support the work of local detectives by acting as a focal point to local
investigations.
308S Department of State (2025) 2025 Trafficking in Persons Report: Ireland.
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Complexity of human trafficking investigations

Stakeholders with knowledge of trafficking investigations and prosecutions stressed
how challenging these investigations can be to conduct given the organised nature of

the crime and that the investigations are often multi-jurisdictional.

It’s exceptionally complex, and very difficult. To be identified as a victim of
trafficking, that exploitation doesn’t have to have happened in Ireland, and
actually, frequently, it may not have happened in Ireland, it may have happened
in another jurisdiction. So that might be another piece or another complexity.

— Stakeholder 01

Stakeholders listed a range of difficulties in obtaining information and evidence from
other jurisdictions hampering investigations and the chance of a subsequent
prosecution. One issue highlighted was when victims were in the international
protection process as this meant that their home countries could not be contacted as

this could pose a danger to the victim.

Somebody tells you that they were exploited in a country. They’ve claimed
asylum, so you can’t go and check with their home country, because you’re
identifying what country they’re now in. And then you can’t get supporting
evidence, you can’t go back to that country, and you can’t build a case. So when
there’s an allegation there, it’s enough to get them into the national referral
system but it’s not enough to get anywhere near the potential prosecution.

— Stakeholder 22

Delays in cross-border information sharing and evidence

Even where victims could give accounts of where they had been trafficked from and
through, obtaining evidence in a timely fashion was hampered by lengthy and
cumbersome Mutual Legal Assistance (MLA)*'° procedures in place until Ireland opts
into a number of EU Directives in relation to evidence sharing, such as the European

Production Order and European Investigation Order.

31%Current procedures for obtaining evidence from other jurisdictions is via procedures in the Criminal
Justice (Mutual Assistance) Act 2008.
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The slow MLA process was also cited as a barrier to securing ICT evidence from large

technology companies posing a major barrier to investigations.

Trying to get data from you know, a lot of the data you’d be wanting. Think we
have seven of the big tech companies. Trying to get data from Google or Gmail or
any of these accounts. Honestly, it can take two years. Other EU countries
cannot understand it. Within an EIO, they will send an EIO to another country,
and within 24 hours, they have the information.

— Stakeholder 13

Need for resources and experienced personnel

Resources and experienced personnel were highlighted as key issues for investigations.

Investigations require resources, both financial and human resources. And we
know from our own experience that the trafficking field has always been under-
resourced. Every country needs more resources to be dedicated to these fields,
both from the law enforcement perspective, but also social elements of it, like
protection and identification.

— Stakeholder 10

The benefit of experienced personnel and Joint Investigation Teams (JITs) coordinated by
Eurojust was identified as a key positive development in human trafficking
investigations. Eurojust®'’ brings national authorities together, facilitating meetings and
assisting with practice and legal issues that arise during an investigation. JIT meetings
provide an opportunity for those involved to develop working relationships, discuss
issues directly and gain a better understanding of the different approaches in each
jurisdiction. This can assist in addressing any difficulties and avoiding
misunderstandings during an investigation.

However, a particular issue was raised by a number of stakeholders in relation to
Ireland’s participation in JITs. While evidence obtained through a JIT can normally be

used by Member States, until Ireland opts into the necessary EU Directives, this does

31 Eurojust, European Union Agency for Criminal Justice Cooperation.
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not apply to material provided by Ireland. MLAs are required to ensure material obtained

from Ireland is admissible as evidence in court.

Even if we did have a JIT, which | know Ireland has done, we sometimes don’t
automatically benefit. Other countries are saying, well, that’s great, you got the
information. But we can only use that information for intelligence. We can’t use it
for evidence like you can in France or Germany. We then have to do an MLA to get
the same information.

— Stakeholder 20

ICT-facilitated trafficking

Having appropriately trained investigators was viewed as particularly importantin
combatting ICT-facilitated trafficking, a rapidly evolving threat. The OSCE has noted that
an additional difficulty for investigations into ICT-facilitated child trafficking is the ability
for traffickers to more easily avoid detection, through the use of ICT-facilitated
trafficking and generative Al — particularly so when they may never need to physically
meet the victim.®'2 The difficulties in detecting online trafficking subsequently makes
prosecutions more complex so there is a need for governments and law enforcement,
says the OSCE, to research how traffickers are using generative Al and for discussions
around Al and online safety and governance to fully consider the risks of Al-enabled
THB.%3

Stakeholders stressed that Europe was not as advanced as the US and that these ICT-
facilitated trafficking investigations require inter-disciplinary cooperation between
national and international policing units, particularly between those with human
trafficking and cybercrime expertise, with practice examples being identified in the

Netherlands and Ukraine.

In some countries, like the United States, technology-facilitated

trafficking...They’ve been dealing with that for years and they had the

312 Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2024), Policy action to address technology-
facilitated trafficking in human beings Report of the regional consultations led in 2023 by the OSCE’s
Office of the Special Representative and Co-ordinator for Combating Trafficking in Human Beings, p7.
313Qrganization for Cooperation and Security in Europe (2024), New Frontiers: The Use of Generative
Artificial Intelligence to Facilitate Trafficking In Persons, Policy Brief, November 2024, p6.

88


https://www.osce.org/sites/default/files/f/documents/8/d/579190_0.pdf
https://www.osce.org/sites/default/files/f/documents/8/d/579190_0.pdf
https://www.osce.org/sites/default/files/f/documents/8/d/579190_0.pdf
https://www.osce.org/sites/default/files/f/documents/7/d/579715.pdf
https://www.osce.org/sites/default/files/f/documents/7/d/579715.pdf

Child Trafficking and ICT-Facilitated Child Trafficking

infrastructure already kind of built. The Netherlands is a good example based on
the fact that they were able to bring the cyber capabilities to anti-trafficking,
joining the cybercrime unit and the trafficking unit. Human trafficking specialists
traditionally would not have those cyber capabilities. Ukraine has also been
working a lot in relation to the technology angle of human trafficking, building
their cyber capabilities. No countries are doing fantastically well because this is
a phenomenon across Europe that s relatively new. Now countries are building
those capabilities. They’re trying to leverage the power of technology, whether
purchasing the tools, for example, web crawlers®“that are used by the Dutch.
They have their own web crawlers, but of course there are lots of commercial
ones.

— Stakeholder 10

A number of stakeholders highlighted how the approach to human trafficking
investigations in Ireland has changed in recent years, noting various forms of national
good practice. One key area was how increased levels of specialisation of investigators
and prosecutors and structured processes between An Garda Siochana and the Office
of the Director of Public Prosecutions over the past five years have delivered efficiencies
and improved the law enforcement response to trafficking.

Stakeholders also referenced the increased use of organised crime legislation and other
legislation noting how the majority of human trafficking was carried out by organised

crime groups (OCGs) and carried out with the purpose of making a profit.

And absolutely, without a shadow of a doubt, human trafficking is OCG related.
— Stakeholder 13

Using organised crime legislation in human trafficking investigations was viewed by
some stakeholders as an important national practice for a number of reasons. It
“follows the money trail”, the evidence of which would strongly support prosecutions

and was often easier to prove and allowed suspects to be held longer for questioning. It

S1%Web crawlers are automated software programmes that systematically browse the internet to
discover, scan, and download content from webpages.

89



Child Trafficking and ICT-Facilitated Child Trafficking

also provides benefits at prosecution stage as this legislation does not require victim

testimony.

The fact that they were leaders of an organised crime group, facilitating or
enhancing the capabilities of an organised crime group allows for their arrest on
suspicion of those offences but also to detain them for a longer period and
question them about it. What is the organised crime offence? It’s human
trafficking, but it’s not just human trafficking, it’s organised prostitution, it’s all
the ancillary offences that go with it, and there’s loads of them. Money
laundering is a big one, so follow the money. They only do this for one reason,
and one reason only, which is to make money out of it.

— Stakeholder 06

An alternative approach, which has been very, very successful but often doesn’t
result in a human trafficking conviction, it can result in a human trafficking
investigation. You look at that, let’s just say it’s a child. So that child is possibly
from another country. Three or more people is all that’s required to form an
organised crime group, which is an easy number to get with. They don’t have to
be resident in Ireland. So you can have a recruiter, you can have somebody who
transported them to Ireland. You can have somebody who is out there, looking
after them, you have somebody who’s moving them on a weekly basis.

— Stakeholder 22

Early legal assistance

The US Department of State stresses the importance of early quality legal assistance
and that the State should make this available at the earliest opportunity, before
engagement with An Garda Siochana.®'® Early access to legal assistance, both
counselling and representation, should be provided pursuant to the Directive®® and is

particularly important for child victims. Research conducted for the then Policing

315US Department of State (2025) 2025 Trafficking in Persons Report: Ireland.
318 Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its
victims, Art 15(2).

90


https://www.state.gov/reports/2025-trafficking-in-persons-report/ireland/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32024L1712
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32024L1712
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32024L1712

Child Trafficking and ICT-Facilitated Child Trafficking

Authority shows that children frequently waive their right to legal representation and
that their age, lack of understanding and stress during interviews can lead to them
making false or unreliable statements.?'” Some stakeholders expressed concerns that
some child victims were not getting early and timely access to legal advice, noting that
the reported number of child referrals to the Legal Aid Board (LAB) was lower than the
number of officially identified child victims raising concerns that children might not be
receiving legal advice prior to any cooperation with criminal investigations. LAB can
provide legal advice to child victims at any stage, including before they have been

identified by An Garda Siochana.

The bar for referral is quite low, so it should be happening at a very early stage.

— Stakeholder 09

Current procedures for child victims involve the Legal Aid Board liaising with the child’s
Tusla social worker who would be present at any consultation. Legal advice and support
are available to child victims of trafficking who are unaccompanied minors, via CSOs
such as the Irish Refugee Council®*'® and the Immigrant Council of Ireland.?' LAB has
recently set up a pathway with the Irish Refugee Council (IRC) to provide early legal
advice to child victims. If IRC caseworkers identify trafficking indicators while working
with unaccompanied minors or children seeking international protection, they refer
these children directly to LAB. LAB then refer to An Garda Siochana for assessment, if
Tusla have not already done s0.3%

The Commission has noted that there is no obligation on Tusla to seek legal aid for child
victims. There is also no child-specific enhanced legal assistance or assistance
available to the families of child victims.3*'

The Commission has recommended a system of child legal advisers.3*

37Policing Authority & University College Cork (2020), Children’s Rights and Police Questioning: A
Qualitative Study of Children’s Experiences of Being Interviewed by the Garda Siochéana, p19.

3'8rish Refugee Council, Independent Law Centre. [website accessed 16.06.2026].

3% mmigrant Council of Ireland, Child Migration Matters. [website accessed 16.06.2026].

320 Source: Legal Aid Board (2026).

321rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, pp155 & 156.

522 ibid. p155.
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The majority report of the Review Group of the Civil Legal Aid Scheme recognises the
role of LAB in providing legal services to victims of THB and recommends an expanded
role for LAB in delivering public information and outreach.3>* The minority report
recommends the proper resourcing of all independent and community law centres
including legal representation and advice for victims of trafficking, in addition to proper
resourcing of services such as the Irish Refugee Council and Immigrant Council of
Ireland to deliver new and targeted specialised legal services with priority given to

services for specific cohorts including victims of THB.3*

National good practice - child specialist interviewers

The Policing Authority research notes that generally when interviewing child witnesses
and victims as opposed to suspects, highly trained child specialist interviewers are
used,’? a practice that commenced with the establishment of a specialised
interviewing programme by An Garda Siochéna in 2008,%?¢and which now includes
some Tusla staff. The use of child specialist interviewers was highlighted by many
stakeholders as an example of good practice with some noting that this was particularly
important for any investigations into child trafficking where victim cooperation is key,

given the need for their testimony at any future trial.

There’s an awful lot more branches to human trafficking. You’re looking after the
victim as well as trying to get their trust and build rapport.... they’re not going to
come in and say everything in one statement. That could take 10 statements.
Children have to have the child specialist interviewer, which is another expertise
that has to be added to the investigation.

— Stakeholder 06

323Civil Legal Aid Review Group (2025), Civil Legal Aid Review 2025: A Review of the Civil Legal Aid Scheme

in Ireland, Final Report and Recommendations to the Minister for Justice from the Majority of Civil Legal
Aid Review Group on the Future of the Civil Legal Aid Scheme, p39.

324Civil Legal Aid Review Group (2025), Civil Legal Aid Review 2025: A Review of the Civil Legal Aid Scheme
in Ireland, Report and Recommendations of the Minority of the Review Group, XIV.

325 Policing Authority & University College Cork (2020), Children’s Rights and Police Questioning: A
Qualitative Study of Children’s Experiences of Being Interviewed by the Garda Siochéana, p99.
326Minister for Justice, Helen McEntee TD, Parliamentary Question 477, 30 November 2021.
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| know the child specialist interviewers are very good. Children must have the
child specialist interviewer, as when you’re interviewing the children it takes time
to build trust and rapport. You need the child to engage with you, first of all, and
then, ultimately, if there is a trial, you need them to give evidence, which can be
very harrowing and very difficult on them, given the nature of the circumstances.

— Stakeholder 22

| think there’s a stronger emphasis now on victim protections in the investigation
and prosecution, victim-centred interviewing and practical training on child
interviewing that is quite well done in Ireland.

— Stakeholder 13

Additional legal supports for child victims

To ensure support for child victims throughout the criminal justice process the
Commission has recommended the introduction of an ‘appropriate adult scheme’
similar to that in the UK, in addition to the appointment of child legal advisers when
victims enter the NRM.??” The Commission has previously recommended introducing
Trafficking and Exploitation Risk Orders and Trafficking and Exploitation Protection
Orders, which could protect children during investigations and prosecutions given that
victims are often concerned about reprisals against them and family members.3?® The
OCO believes, in relation to unaccompanied minors specifically, that the State should
introduce a professionally qualified guardianship model, independent of a Tusla

appointed social worker®*?® which could support child victims.

327Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p30.

328 Jrish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024), Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p182.

32%0mbudsman for Children Office (2025), Observations on the General Scheme of the International
Protection Bill 2025, p9.
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Prosecutions

The low number of prosecution and convictions for THB is criticised by the US
Department of State, which also notes the conviction of suspected traffickers for other
offences such as money laundering and rape.3* Prosecutions for child trafficking are
rare in Ireland which could partially be explained due to the reclassification of child TSE
offences in 2017 by the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions as offences of
sexual exploitation only.®*" However, in 2023 charges were brought for child TLE for the
first time and in 2024 the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions secured a

conviction for child TSE.3?

Convictions for trafficking-related offences

The issue of securing convictions for trafficking-related offences for children was raised
by a number of stakeholders while recognising the complexity of these investigations.3*
They acknowledged international criticism due to low numbers of convictions but noted
that while trafficking-related offences may carry lighter sentences in some instances,
considered securing some form of conviction was better than none and that the
evidential bar for prosecuting child trafficking was very high so many human trafficking
investigations did not result in human trafficking prosecutions. Some stakeholders
criticised the fact that child trafficking offences relating to sexual exploitation were
referenced in separate legislation, however one stakeholder described how trafficking-
adjacent offences and organised crime legislation were part of a ‘toolbox’ that could be

used to investigate and prosecute human trafficking and the exploitation of children.

In previous years, the attitude had been that they didn’t want to hear about
convictions if they weren’t human trafficking convictions. Now, the attitude

seems to have maybe shifted a bit more, and there’s more of an understanding

330S Department of State (2025) 2025 Trafficking in Persons Report: Ireland.

3¥1Economic and Social Research Institute (2022), ESRI Research Series Number 139: Detection,
Identification and Protection of Third-Country National Victims of Human Trafficking in Ireland, p16.

332 Jrish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, pp164 & 165.

333 See also 5.3.1 Investigations: Complexity of Human Trafficking Investigations.
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that convictions for an organised crime type of offence is still a good result, it’s
better than no convictions at all.

— Stakeholder 04

You have some legislation, certainly around prostitution and organised crime,
organising prostitution, brothel keeping, if you’re talking particularly about
prostitution. We have some of those offences that are kind of now being
described as sort of ‘trafficking-adjacent’ crimes. | can see the sense in using
other legislation for prosecution and at least we’re getting some justice and
doing some both punishment and deterrence, removing bad actors, and seizing
funds and all of that.

— Stakeholder 12

Legal definitions of child trafficking - means element and forced
criminality

The Commission has recommended that to better protect child victims, the Children
First Act 2015 should be amended to include all forms of child trafficking not just TSE
and that the Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) Act 2008 (as amended) should include
child TSE.3** While the Children First accompanying guidance was updated in 2019 to
recognise digital/online harms,3* there is no effective guidance in relation to how to
deal with such digital harm.

One key issue arose around definitions included in the Criminal Law (Human
Trafficking) Act 2008, as amended, and the legal definition of child trafficking. Although
no means element is required in child trafficking offences, some stakeholders noted
that the means element of ‘force’ was required under Irish legislation in relation to

trafficking for criminal exploitation as the offence is ‘forced criminality’,**® a term used

334Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, pp17 & 134.

335 Department of Children and Youth Affairs (2019) Addendum to Children First: National Guidance for
the Protection and Welfare of Children, Online Safety.

3%6Criminal Justice (Human Trafficking) (Amendment) Act 2013, s1(a)(d)’exploitation consisting of forcing
a person to engage in (i) an activity that constitutes an offence and that is engaged in for financial gain or
that by implication is engaged in for financial gain, or (ii) an activity in a place other than the State that (l)
constitutes an offence under the law of that place and would, if done in the State, constitute an offence,
and (Il) is engaged in for financial gain or that by implication is engaged in for financial gain;’.
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by all stakeholders involved in law enforcement. This Act also makes reference to
‘forced labour’.?¥” These references pose clear difficulties for child trafficking

investigations and prosecutions for criminal and labour exploitation.

The human trafficking offence for a child doesn’t require means so they don’t
need to be ‘forced’ like an adult. For the reason being, generally children are
accepted as vulnerable in the first place. So you don’t have that means
requirement, but the actual offence from the Trafficking Act still has the act of
forced criminality. It’s in the legislation. So, even though you don’t need that
means element, it’s still there in the Act so it might be more difficult to prove or
to get a conviction over the line for human trafficking in those cases where the
child is willing to engage. So that might be the sort of scenario where the
Engagement of Children in Criminal Activity Act 2024 would be useful as it
doesn’t require force. It is just you’ve groomed, tried to engage or engaged the
child in the criminal activity.

— Stakeholder 04

Requirement for child victim testimony

Additional difficulties in securing convictions for THB, which are more pronounced in
child trafficking cases, is the statutory requirement for victims’ testimony and the heavy
reliance on this in prosecutions.®® This key difficulty was highlighted by many
stakeholders. This highlights the need for child specialist interviewers where, according
to the lead prosecutor in DPP v Edosa & Enoghaghase,** trust needs to be established
with victims to gain a full and detailed statement to assist the investigation process and

secure corroborating evidence for the subsequent prosecution.3#°

%%7ibid, s 1(a)(c)’forced labour’ means a work or service which is exacted from a person under the menace
of any penalty and for which the person has not offered himself or herself voluntarily.

338|rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p182.

33DPP v Edosa & Enoghaghase [2023] IECA 38.

340Murphy, F, Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions (2021), Prosecuting Human Trafficking
Offences, p7.
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In some jurisdictions, you can do victimless prosecutions, where they can get
human trafficking investigations and prosecutions without a victim giving
testimony. To secure a trafficking conviction here, we need the testimony of the
victim, that he or she was trafficked and what happened to them, and that’s an
essential proof, because when you’re accusing someone, you have to sitin front
of them and say that in court.

— Stakeholder 06

One stakeholder cited good practice in the UK, another common law jurisdiction, in
securing ‘county lines’ prosecutions without needing to rely on child victims’ testimony
by using ICT evidence, highlighting the increasing importance of collecting ICT evidence

to secure successful prosecutions.

They’d see these kids with really expensive runners, etc, this would be a telltale
sign of criminal exploitation. Those children are never going to give evidence
against the adult gangs so how do you prosecute? What they did is they broke the
communication. So they used the electronic communication, their phone, and
they proved that their phones were in contact with the organisers, and they used
the circumstantial evidence of their phones, not through the children themselves
being willing witnesses. So, they had effectively a victimless prosecution that
they could do, because of the accumulation of all the telephone evidence and
the other type of evidence that was developing. And they could prove beyond a
reasonable doubt in the UK that the adults were coercing and controlling and
directing the children to commit criminality on their behalf.

— Stakeholder 20

Statutory defence - non-prosecution principle

The Commission has also noted the need for a statutory defence for victims so they are
not prosecuted for crimes they committed as a result of their exploitation.3*' Currently,

the decision on whether to apply the non-punishment principle is an administrative

34Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p134.
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decision by the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions under the Guidelines for
Prosecutors.®*? The application of the non-punishment principle and the need for a
statutory defence is particularly important for children who are victims of TCA, whereby
the express exploitation is to commit crimes. It is also particularly important for child
victims of TSE, where the UNODC recognises the practice of traffickers forcing women
and girls to commit crimes and using them in low-level roles where they attract police
attention®2 and where the involvement in criminal activity then affects assessment of
their credibility as a witness at trial.3*

Stakeholders had different perspectives on aspects of a statutory non-punishment
principle for victims of trafficking. One stakeholder felt that a statutory non-punishment
principle which mandated discretion was needed, but that it would not be a blanket

provision and would be applied after a review of the case through a trafficking lens.

The Non-Prosecution Principle needs to be part of the legislation. It cannot be
just a discretionary order for the prosecutors. It should be mandatory discretion,
not just voluntary discretion. Of course we’re not talking about the blanket
application of the non-punishment principle. It should be applied to all levels of
offences, which means a thorough review of the case from the trafficking lens,
and if it’s a minor, that child protection agencies would be involved.

— Stakeholder 10

One stakeholder made reference to a lack of practical benefit for British and Northern
Irish child victims as to the statutory non-punishment principle conferred via entry into
the NRM and a successful conclusive grounds decision. The same stakeholder doubted
whether child victims of criminal exploitation would avail of this due to fear of reprisals
from organised crime and paramilitaries respectively and repercussions for them and
their family from them being seen as a “snitch”.

Another stakeholder noted how the UK, by including statutory provisions, had actually

made things more difficult as they needed to then legislate for a large number of

3420ffice of the Director of Public Prosecutions (2019), Guidelines for Prosecutors, para 4.7.

343United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (2020), Female victims of trafficking for sexual exploitation
as defendants, p28.

344Murphy, F, Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions (2021), Prosecuting Human Trafficking
Offences’, p7.
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separate statutory exceptions. The same stakeholder also noted the need for formal
and conclusive identification as a victim of trafficking before the statutory non-
punishment principle could be availed of and that in the Irish system this was not

necessary for prosecutors to apply their discretion.

Review of convictions for child victims of criminal exploitation

The non-prosecution of child victims of trafficking for criminal exploitation was raised by
many stakeholders. Many felt that some form of review for trafficking indicators should
be conducted of the cases of children convicted of committing criminal offences,
particularly in relation to drug dealing. Such a review could involve looking at the child’s
circumstances and background by child protection professionals using a trafficking

lens.

You could have kids selling drugs under duress, but they’re investigated under
the Misuse of Drugs Act. So there could be an organised element there. In
essence, it could meet the criteria for being human trafficking for forced
criminality. They may never be viewed or assessed as victims of human
trafficking for forced criminality. If we had the resources and we had to look at all
those cases where the children were selling drugs, and examine that from a
human trafficking standpoint, they could have been convicted in the wrong. For
example, if a child psychologist was to assess them and say, these are very
vulnerable children, and they were prone to exploitation. And as we all know,
that’s what criminals do. They get the younger people because there are benefits
to be gotten if you’re a juvenile and arrested, you’re going to avail of the juvenile
liaison diversion system. And so they are being exploited by drug gangs.

— Stakeholder 22

Some stakeholders noted how prosecuting these children meant that the real criminals
were continuing to act with impunity and recruit more children. Others considered that
even if they were engaged in youth diversion programmes, such children were at least
getting those supports and services and that being designated as a victim of trafficking
in Ireland may not confer any benefit on a child who was engaged in such programmes

in their community and being provided with psychological supports.
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By prosecuting children, we’re actually perpetuating impunity, because the real
perpetrators behind them are not being prosecuted. So they continue doing what
they’re doing, they’re recruiting more children.

— Stakeholder 10

Supports during criminal trials

The appointment of child legal advisers would support existing protections for children
in criminal proceedings provided for under the Criminal Justice (Victims of Crime) Act
2017. Age-appropriate, child-centric and specialised support could also be enhanced
via training of prosecutors and the judiciary to ensure child victims of trafficking are
protected during proceedings. Child victims can avail of accompaniment services such

as those provided by Victim Support at Court.?#®

National good practice — special measures for children

Children are automatically entitled to a range of special measures (including at
investigation stage) during criminal trials under the Criminal Justice (Victims of Crime)
Act 2017.3%¢ The effectiveness of recent measures in supporting child victims were
raised by a number of stakeholders, particularly those which reduced the burden on
children’s testimony. One example provided was how when child victims were being
interviewed by child specialist interviewers, they would also be interviewed by the
prosecution which removes the need for an examination in chief at trial. The
Commission has welcomed the recent establishment of an intermediary system, which
can assess needs in advance of a trial and assist with communication between the
child, prosecution and court.** This development, and other measures to support
children, was praised by one stakeholder as greatly improving the trial process for child
victims. They explained that intermediaries were an officer of the court whose role it
was to facilitate communication with the child witness and how they would be provided

with the questions for the child in advance. Then at the ground rules hearing at the start

34Victim Support at Court (V-SAC) (2021), Child Safeguarding Statement.

348Criminal Justice (Victims of Crime) Act 2017.

347 lrish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024), Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p184.
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of the trial the judge will decide which special measures would be allowed to be used at
trial. Such measures could be flash cards or in the case of a young child a doll could be
used for anatomical explanations. This stakeholder noted how there was also potential

to use intermediaries when children were reporting a crime in a Garda Station.

Re-traumatisation of child victims at trial

A number of stakeholders highlighted how the common law adversarial system was
deeply traumatising for any victim, but that for children it was very deeply traumatic.
Given that child trafficking cases rely so heavily on the victim’s statements and
testimony, some stakeholders suggested that it might be preferable for children if
convictions were secured under other offences, such as organised crime or money

laundering legislation where possible to avoid the need for the child to testify.

The real negative for our system is, and not much can be done without a change
of legislation, is that victims have to give evidence. That’s the most difficult part,
given they’re the most vulnerable people you’re going to have in your court
system. Despite having the best social workers, the best Garda liaison officers,
the best psychologists, it’s still a very lonely place when you have to give your
evidence on your own. It’s very difficult for a child to feel safe in that
environment. You really have to factor in what’s best for the child. Can we get
convictions elsewhere? Can we save them a huge trauma by not having to give
evidence? The best outcome for a child is to not have to give evidence. The child
might have suffered so much trauma already and the State systems only put
them back into absolute further re-traumatisation.

— Stakeholder 22

Our system is essentially re-victimisation. That does not happen in European
countries. They make their statement, and that is part of the evidence on the file.
The judge reads that statement; there is no more cross-examination... Before the
trial started, all of the family, the mother, the father, the children, the brothers
and sisters, got to give their story about the child. They got to say what the

impact of this crime had had on them. And then the case began. So they had
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their victim impact statement beforehand. Even if the defendant wasn’t
convicted, they still got to say something. And that touched me, because in
Ireland, no matter what happens, if you’re convicted, great. But if you’re not,
you’ve been put through that trauma...the poor children, you know, they might be
without parents, it’s really traumatic, and yet they don’t get to tell anyone how
they felt about it.

- Stakeholder 13

International good practice - civil law jurisdictions

A number of good practice examples were given in relation to how investigations and
trials were conducted in civil law jurisdictions which reduced the chance of re-
traumatisation of the victim and supported their recovery, either by reducing their
involvement at trial or allowing for written testimony or victim impact statements to be
read out by judges at the start of proceedings. One stakeholder highlighted a Belgian
trafficking case they were aware of where the victim was living in Ireland. They spoke of
how the judge, prosecutor and defence counsel travelled to Ireland to collect the
testimony. They provided the questions to a Garda member who then conducted and
recorded the interview which was observed by the judge, prosecution and defence all of
whom were given the opportunity to ask more questions. It was this evidence that was

then presented at a trial so the victim was not required to attend the trial.

Compensation

The difficulties for victims of THB accessing compensation for their suffering are
considered extensively by GRETA in its third report monitoring the implementation of the
Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings in
Ireland.®*® It recommended the establishment of a special compensation fund for
victims of THB, funded by the assets confiscated from perpetrators.3*° This is supported

by the Commission which recommends that proceeds from seizure and confiscation

348Council of Europe (2022), GRETA Third Evaluation Report: Ireland, paras 67-88.
34%bid, para 88.
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orders be ring-fenced and used to establish a ‘Victims of Trafficking Fund’ to provide
compensation and THB-related social supports and assistance to victims.3%°

The Law Reform Commission notes there is a legally binding obligation on EU Member
States to ensure that all criminal and civil national compensation schemes and legal
advice are available to victims of THB which includes legal advice on accessing
compensation.®' However, in relation to child victims, the law centre ‘Community Law
and Mediation’®?2 highlights how, when there is a conflict of interest between the child’s
parents and the child or where a child is in care or an unaccompanied minor, in the
absence of any legal provision whereby a child can institute civil proceedings poses a

real barrier to accessing justice,®? and in turn, access to compensation.

Inadequacy of compensation mechanisms for victims

The issue of compensation for THB victims, including child victims, was raised by a
number of stakeholders. They stressed the inadequacy of current avenues in Ireland
and a lack of understanding and awareness, even within the legal profession and
judiciary, of compensation for victims of crime and using asset tracing as a means to

secure funds for compensation.

3% rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p186.

31Law Reform Commission (2022), Consultation Paper: Compensating Victims of Crime, LRC CP 67—
2022, para 4.33.

352 ‘Community Law & Mediation’ (CLM) is an independent community law centre and charity.

working since 1975 with communities impacted by disadvantage and inequality.” Community Law and
Mediation (2025), The Unmet Legal Needs of Children and Young People in Ireland and Enhancing Access
to Justice: A Children’s Rights Analysis, p2.

33Community Law and Mediation (2025), The Unmet Legal Needs of Children and Young People in Ireland

and Enhancing Access to Justice: A Children’s Rights Analysis, pp53 & 54.
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It’s just appalling, appalling, there’s no compensation. There is none, forget it. |
don’t think people are even thinking about compensation. It’s not on anybody’s
radar. Even our compensation provisions themselves, you’ve got to get onto the
Criminal Injuries Compensation Committee, you have to do that within two
years. At this point people don’t even know how to do this, and then, honestly, it
is a palaver and a half trying to get any kind of money out of them.

— Stakeholder 13

One stakeholder highlighted how the Criminal Injuries Compensation Scheme was
restricted to out-of-pocket expenses and also that there was a lack of clarity on who
should make the application noting that LAB is not permitted to represent clients before
the Criminal Injuries Compensation Tribunal under the current civil legal aid legislation.
Another stakeholder noted how, while there may be better systems in place in other
jurisdictions, many EU Member States seemed reluctant to properly address
compensation and that disagreements surrounding compensation had held up the new
Victims’ Rights Directive at EU level.

The Commission has previously noted that Ireland is an outlier internationally as
victims did not have access to compensation for ‘pain and suffering’.®* Compensation
for pain and suffering for victims of crime in Ireland was recently addressed by the Court
of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) where the Court held that EU law obliges
Member States to provide compensation for both material and non-material damages,
including pain and suffering.*** One stakeholder referenced this case and noted how
they felt that, until this was remedied, Ireland was in breach of EU law for failing to

adequately transpose EU law.

We need to look at whether the failure to transpose the directive about
compensation is a breach of EU law. If we are talking about a Section 6 Order
under the 1993 Criminal Law Act, then the judges need to be trained on that.
Legal representatives and the Garda need to know and properly assess what is

the loss to the client, so that can be put to the courts at an early stage. If that’s

3%4Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2023), Submission on Compensating Victims of Crime
to the Law Reform Commission on the Fifth Programme of Law Reform, p18.
355D v Criminal Injuries Compensation Tribunal & Ors, Case 284-24, 2 October 2025, para 39.
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not the proper avenue, then the criminal injuries compensation scheme needs to
be expanded. It’s quite embarrassing internationally that no one in Ireland has
received compensation.

— Stakeholder 09

The Law Reform Commission (LRC) has recommended significant changes to the
current compensation for victims of crime including the establishment of a new
statutory scheme, overseen by a new statutory body which would include
compensation for pain and suffering, provide a contribution to legal cost and increase
the time limits within which victims could apply for compensation.®® The Minister for
Justice has now published a revised Criminal Injuries Compensation Scheme?**” which
allows for compensation for pain and suffering, with guidelines on the quantum to be
published in Autumn 2026, and has convened a Working Group to examine the LRC

report.3%®

Partnerships
International cooperation

Law enforcement

From an investigative and operational perspective, An Garda Siochana regularly
cooperate with international law enforcement agencies such as Europol, Interpol and
Frontex,%° and the Police Service of Northern Ireland and National Crime Agency as part
of the Joint Agency Task Force, established in 2015, to combat cross-jurisdictional
organised crime.®*° The US Department of State notes that various bilateral and
multinational investigations and operations resulted in the identification of 336 victims

and arrest of 65 suspects across all participating countries in 2024.%" In its third report,

38Law Reform Commission (2026), Compensating Victims of Crime, Overview para 7.

37 See Criminal Injuries Compensation Scheme for more details and Part 6 particularly.

358 Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration (27 July 2026), Minister Jim O’Callaghan publishes
amended Criminal Injuries Compensation Scheme.

3%9An Garda Siochana, 11 July 2025, An Garda Siochana participate in operation global chain targeting
human trafficking with Europol, Interpol and Frontex.

%80Pglice Service of Northern Ireland, 7 March 2025, Police Service of Northern Ireland and Garda
Siochana work together in joint day of action.

361US Department of State (2025) 2025 Trafficking in Persons Report: Ireland.
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GRETA welcomes improvements in international cooperation in THB cases and
encourages Ireland to utilise international cooperation tools more frequently including
Joint Investigation Teams (JITs) in THB cases,®*? which are handled by the Irish Desk at
Eurojust.33

Ireland is also a member of the European Multi-disciplinary Platform Against Criminal
Threats (EMPACT), and in 2024 to 2025 participated in 22 of the EMPACT operational
actions relating to THB.3%* A stakeholder noted, out of the 15 operation actions in which
An Garda Siochana participate, a number relate to child trafficking and ICT-facilitated

trafficking.

The Guards are really well plugged in. EMPACT has been really fundamental for
that. The Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions, too, and having people in
Eurojust and in the Commission.

— Stakeholder 18

Europol and Eurojust assistance

The majority of stakeholders who discussed international cooperation, felt that the area
in which this was strongest was at official level, particularly in law enforcement,
although stakeholders working in CSOs also spoke about attending EU and European
events and roundtables. In addition to participation in JITs as a way to improve
international investigations, by accessing the expertise of Eurojust and Europol
including in relation to ICT-facilitated trafficking, stakeholders also highlighted the

resources that were made available for EU and transnational operations.

Good working relationships where everyone is working towards improving things.
Those Joint Investigation Teams and operational task forces that Europe
coordinates, are very, very helpful and progressive. There is also funding
attached to it. Europol arranges meetings and allows the exchange of

information via their secure network. There is lots of cross-collaboration, which

382Council of Europe (2022), GRETA Third Evaluation Report: Ireland, p54.

383Eurojust, European Union Agency for Criminal Justice Cooperation (Eurojust) Ireland.

384Government of Ireland (2024), Report submitted by the authorities of Ireland on measures taken to
comply with Committee of the Parties Recommendation CP/Rec (2022)09 on the implementation of the
Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings, p28.
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is very, very beneficial because at the end of the day, Ireland is an island. We are
primarily a transit or destination country when it comes to trafficking, so this
international collaboration is really, really important.

— Stakeholder 22

Cooperation with the UK

Strong cooperation between Ireland and the UK and particularly Northern Ireland was
cited by a number of stakeholders. It was viewed as important, not just in investigations
and prosecutions, but also information sharing and learning from good practice in
relation to protection and identification of child victims when developing systems and

processes in Ireland.

I know the National Crime Agency and Home Office conduct joint operations
with the PSNI, An Garda Siochana and the Government departments which is
very positive.

— Stakeholder 03

Learning from international good practice

Some stakeholders felt that Ireland could be learning more from other jurisdictions,
particularly European countries in relation to our human trafficking response. They also
noted the need for greater coordination in relation to at-risk and missing children and at

civil society level.

The girls in care. They are 15 to 18 years of age. Obviously, we’re not learning
lessons from other countries, like France and the UK. It’s unfortunate. You see
cases that a girl has gone missing and been reported missing by Tusla and itis
her 14th time being reported missing, you know?

— Stakeholder 11

I think there’s a huge piece of work to be done. Trying to look at the all-island

model. | think there’s a lack of connection or partnership between NGO
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stakeholders. We need more of an understanding and more of a joined-up
approach between Northern Ireland and Ireland.

— Stakeholder 03

International conventions and EU legislation

In relation to Ireland’s response to ICT-facilitated trafficking, GRETA recommends that
Ireland ratify the Budapest Convention®°® noting the increasing use of ICT by traffickers
and the subsequent increasing importance of electronic evidence in investigations and
prosecutions.**®The State committed to ratification via the publication of a Criminal
Justice (Protection, Preservation of and Access to Data on Information Systems) Bill and
the publication of further legislation to give effect to other provisions of the Convention
relating to the collection and interception of data and mutual legal assistance.®**’ The
need for legislative reform, particularly the adoption of international conventions, such
as the Warsaw Convention®®® to assist with asset seizures and freezing assets abroad
and EU legislation relating to e-evidence sharing and the transfer of criminal
proceedings, was mentioned by a number of stakeholders as essential to improving

international cooperation.

Information and data sharing

A final point raised by stakeholders relating to international cooperation, data sharing
and ICT was the need to improve shared and secure data systems, or make use of

existing ones, for those working to combat child trafficking.

The International Children Gone Missing database. There seems to be only three
children missing in Ireland, and they’ve been missing since 2005. We know that’s
not accurate. There is a need for us to improve our data gathering in relation to

violence against children.

365 Council of Europe, European Treaty Series No0.185, 23 November 2001, Convention on Cybercrime
(Budapest Convention).

385Council of Europe (2022), GRETA Third Evaluation Report: Ireland, p54.

3¢7Minister for Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, Jim O’Callaghan TD, Parliamentary Question 372, 8
May 2025.

388Council of Europe Convention on Laundering, Search, Seizure and Confiscation of the Proceeds from
Crime and on the Financing of Terrorism (CETS No. 198) (Warsaw Convention).
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— Stakeholder 17

[Regarding] international commitments and cooperation, | would love one
repository, a really secure portal to keep active updates on numbers of
prosecutions, or convictions.

— Stakeholder 18

National cooperation

At national level, the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration acts as the
National Coordinator for the State’s THB response. The NAP commits to improving
partnerships with CSOs via the Human Trafficking Stakeholder Forum and with
educational institutions,*° however the Commission remains concerned that
stakeholders, particularly CSOs, have not been involved to a sufficient degree to date in
the NAP implementation, monitoring and review processes.*’° Once operational, the
new NRM will require extensive cooperation between Competent Authorities and
Trusted Partners to detect and identify victims of THB and provide supports and

services to them.3”"

Inter-agency and CSO cooperation

Many stakeholders felt that current cooperation could be improved and that existing
inter-agency cooperation was a bit fragmented with anti-trafficking actors working in

siloes.

369 Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration (2023), Third National Action Plan to Combat and
Prevent Human Trafficking 2023-2027, Actions 4.1 & 4.2.

370 Jrish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, pp199 & 200.

$71Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) (Amendment) Act 2013, Chapter 2.
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Each case provides a learning. So what worked in one case should really be
informing practice in another, you know, and | don’t know if there’s enough
conjoined thinking. I’m not sure we’re bringing all the dots together in an
informed practice. It seems like it’s just each agency on its own.

— Stakeholder 13

When | started working in this area, one of the things that struck me was the lack
of coordination and, you know that the players in the situation were very siloed.

— Stakeholder 16

A number of stakeholders were particularly critical about the lack of meaningful

engagement of CSOs in the national trafficking and child trafficking response.

It’s like a token tick box exercise that the Department of Justice has for
stakeholder engagement for civil society. The agenda is set by them; they chair it
and it’s tightly controlled.

- Stakeholder 08

Inadequate data collection

In relation to child trafficking, Tusla has established a Working Group on Child
Trafficking, which includes An Garda Siochana and MECPATHS, with the Commission as
an observer.®”? This group is developing national trafficking indicator guidance to screen
children and a training framework for frontline staff, reviewing the Tusla and An Garda
Siochana Joint Working Protocol and taking measures to improve and enhance data
collection and report on known and suspected child trafficking among Tusla service
users.?’

Poor levels of data collection at national level were cited by a number of stakeholders,

many of whom noted that without this, the national response in relation to child

372|rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, pp28 & 29.

373@) p29
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trafficking was not coordinated or sufficiently standardised, as it needs to come from an

evidence base.

We need a national system to capture data so that we will have capacity at least
to be able to pull some relevant data on the suspicion or reasonable grounds
piece for children who come to the attention of Tusla.

— Stakeholder 15

At the moment we don’t have a validated system which marks all the points of
child trafficking, the purpose and other information such as the response by all
the connected agencies involved. We need a new level of standard practice,
standardised practice.

— Stakeholder 07

Data in relation to the risk or extent of ICT-facilitated trafficking was identified as

particularly poor.

We are lacking data in the Irish context on this, on the extent to which ICT has
been used in that grooming process, even though we absolutely know it’s
happening, and if you do even a media search of cases that appear before court
it seems prevalent. | suspectit’s just that that’s not really in the public’s eye yet,
that a girl could be trafficked, and her trafficking could start on the likes of
Snapchat. We could really benefit from more concrete data in Ireland on the
extent to which technology is playing a role.

— Stakeholder 12
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6. Emerging areas of concern relating to child
trafficking

The Commission has previously highlighted the NAP commitment to facilitate research
into undetected human trafficking in Ireland and that child trafficking, TLE for forced
begging, TCA and trafficking for forced surrogacy, forced marriages and illegal adoptions
are currently under-explored.®”* The Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration
launched a tender on Research Ireland to gather data on child trafficking for sexual and
criminal exploitation.®”® The Ombudsman for Children Office, as part of a research
project into at-risk children, will focus on criminal and sexual exploitation.®’® These two

forms of child trafficking were the key areas of concern of the majority of stakeholders.

I think the most prevalent types of child trafficking that are happening in this
country are children being trafficked for both sexual exploitation and criminal
exploitation. And it is happening on an alarming scale.

— Stakeholder 08

Regarding child exploitation trends at the moment, I’m seeing criminal
exploitation and sexual exploitation. In some cases there is sexual abuse with
associated criminal exploitation, so both are going on.

— Stakeholder 05

Given the OSCE concern as to the vulnerability of children to ICT-facilitated trafficking,
the pace of new technological developments and the pace at which organised crime
groups (OCGs) adapt to these,*”” the use of ICT to facilitate child trafficking also requires
additional and ongoing research, given the lack of data on this in Ireland and in light of

the use of artificial intelligence (Al) to generate child sexual abuse material.®’8

574Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p182.

S75Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, Research Ireland, Public Service Fellowship.
3760mbudsman for Children Office, Young Lives at Risk Research Project.

$77QOrganization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (2020), Leveraging Innovation to Fight Trafficking
in Human Beings: A Comprehensive Analysis of Technology Tools, p2.

378Europol, 28 February 2025, 25 arrested in global hit against Al-generated child sexual abuse material.
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ICT-facilitated child trafficking for sexual exploitation

EU statistics show that 92% of victims of TSE are women and girls, and that this is the
primary form of exploitation of EU child victims.®”® In Ireland, six of the ten officially
identified child victims in 2024 were trafficked for sexual exploitation, and in the period
2022 to 2024, 13 of the 20 child victims of THB, were trafficked for sexual exploitation,
12 girls and one boy.*° A number of stakeholders referenced one successful conviction
for child trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation although this did not have an
ICT element.

Although TSE of children has been prevalent for many years, the Covid-19 pandemic
resulted in much greater risks of ICT-facilitated TSE of children as the world moved its
activities into the digital space and children spent more time unsupervised online.*®" In
its Second Evaluation Report, the Commission examined how ICT-facilitated trafficking
is occurring for sexual exploitation.®2 With the proliferation of websites selling sex, and
the fact that live sex acts can be viewed on streaming services, the evidence suggests
that ICT is playing a rapidly growing role in the facilitation of TSE. The OSCE notes the
proliferation of cybersex trafficking globally and the threat that this poses to children.3&
While the Commission’s examination of ICT-facilitated TSE did not focus specifically on
children, it highlighted the clear demand of buyers for youth, and while websites made
efforts to portray the women and girls as over 18 they used language and imagery that

implied extreme youthfulness.®“ In light of the increase in reports of the online

878 European Commission (2021), Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the
Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the EU
Strategy on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings 2021- 2025, COM(2021) 171 final (EU Strategy on
Combating Trafficking in Human Beings) para 5.

389 rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p8.

381 Europol, Europol Covid-19 and child sexual exploitation.

382|rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2023) Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland: Second
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, pp201-242.

383Qrganization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (2020), Leveraging Innovation to Fight Trafficking
in Human Beings: A Comprehensive Analysis of Technology Tools, pp12 & 13.

384Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2023) Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland: Second
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, pp221 & 224-225.
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exploitation of children in Ireland has been identified by the Sexual Exploitation

Research and Policy Institute (SERP) as a key area requiring further research.3®

Engagement with the private sector

Many stakeholders listed TSE and ICT-facilitated TSE of children as a key concern. They
felt that not enough was being done in relation to holding the private sector to account
for advertising sexual services online and making sure that children were not being
exploited, even if the current data suggested that this was not happening to a great

extentin lreland.

Youth is highly prized in the sex trade. It’s something that certain sex buyers will,
in particular, seek out. So what we would have noticed is in the advertising
websites, with a big focus on Escort Ireland because it really still does have the
monopoly in Ireland. My argument would be they’re facilitating sexual
exploitation and trafficking in Ireland and they’re profiting from it. When you’re
looking for victims of trafficking in the sex trade, and you’re using the websites,
you’re looking for a needle in a haystack, rather than just taking apart the whole
haystack.

- Stakeholder 12

The Joint Oireachtas Committee on Children, Disability, Integration and Youth has noted
that children and young people are fearful of Al and how easy it makes it to groom and
sexually exploit children.3® Children consulted as part of that report also highlighted the
need for improved parental monitoring and education for children around the risks of
exploitation online and round issues such as consent.®®” Their views are supported by

the Children’s Rights Alliance which believes current efforts to educate children are

38Canning M, Keenan M, Breslin R (2023), Protecting Against Predators: A Scoping Study on the Sexual
Exploitation of Children and Young People in Ireland - Executive Summary, p7.

388Joint Oireachtas Committee on Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth (2024), Report on
Safeguarding Children in the Age of Al, p43.

%¥7ibid, p43 & 44.
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insufficient,®® by SERP,%° and by the Irish Council for Civil Liberties®*° which has raised
concerns about algorithms pushing harmful and exploitative and sexually exploitative
content on children. Related to this, the first operational recommendation of the Online
Health Taskforce Final Report is that policies, strategies and solutions must be
produced to address all areas of online risk to children, including harmful algorithms,
exposure to and creation of child sexual abuse material (CSAM), including Al-generated

content, and grooming for sexual exploitation, trafficking or criminal behaviour.®"

Sexual exploitation via social media and gaming

A number of stakeholders recognised the large increases in the online sexual
exploitation of children being targeted via social media and gaming platforms and the

lack of parental control of these platforms.

Now, we know that Snap Maps3®®? has been used in a number of grooming cases.
Really, really detailed insight. And kids love it, and it’s really difficult to persuade
them to useitin its ghost mode...The NSPCC in the UK made a Freedom of
Information type request to, | think, the Metropolitan Police in London. Snapchat
was used in 40%3% of all grooming cases that they covered. ICT is greatly
amplifying the problem, exacerbating the problem. Snapchat and platforms like
Roblox. You know, there was Hindenburg®**research that was released in 2024
that found lots of problems with grooming online.

— Stakeholder 02

38Children’s Rights Alliance (2025), Online Safety Monitor 2025, p40.

389Breslin R, O’Connor M (2024), Facing Reality: Addressing the role of pornography in the pandemic of
violence against women and girls, p17.

3%Irish Council for Civil Liberties (14 February 2024), Tech companies will not save our kids: ICCL speaks
at Oireachtas Children’s Committee.

1Department of Health (2025), Online Health Taskforce Final Report, Online Health and Rights for
Ireland’s Children and Young People, p25.

392 Snapchat ‘Snap Map ‘is the most personalised Map and lets you see where you and your friends are
and have been, what’s going on around you, save and find your favourite restaurants and bars, and even
see what’s happening across the world.’ [Website, accessed 16.06.2026].

393 National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children UK (13 November 2025) Data shows how
criminals are using private messaging platforms to manipulate and groom children. We’re urging tech
giants to act as online grooming crimes reach record high. [Website accessed 16.06.2026].
%%Hindenburg Research (2024), Roblox: Inflated Key Metrics for Wall Street and a Paedophile Hellscape
for Kids.
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What I’'m seeing is the use of video games. And making sexual exploitation a
game. Like ‘show us your breasts’ and you get 10 points.

— Stakeholder 13

Stakeholders mentioned that younger and younger children are being contacted online
with efforts made to exploit them with many noting that certain age cohorts of children

were contacted through different platforms.

Gaming is probably more popular with that under-13 cohort than social media.
Around 38% of 8-12-year-olds say that they are gaming with people that they
don’t know, and that they’re contacted by people that they don’t know through
online games. Many kids will talk about being contacted by a stranger, or, you
know, being in a game like Roblox, and somebody saying they wanted to see
them naked and share their bed.

— Stakeholder 02

Some of the girls in particular are saying if they’re online and they have a public
TikTok there is just a total expectation that they have what they call ‘randomers’
following them. These girls, and they’re 15, some of them are 16, might have a
bunch of men over 55 that follow them. Some of those men will comment on
their videos and try to message them directly if they have private messages.
Those men will say things like, ‘nice boobs, nice lips’. Some of them have said
that they get messages from these guys saying, ‘I think you’re really, really cute.
Will you be my girlfriend? I’ll make it worth your while, I’ll pay you’.

- Stakeholder 12

Child sexual abuse material

The age of children arose expressly in relation to CSAM with children aged under 12
targeted for this form of abuse. Some stakeholders noted the alarming increase in such
material with younger and younger children being targeted by individuals and organised
networks. They commented how CSAM and the live streaming of abuse and online
commercial exploitation of children would constitute child trafficking, noting that this

area would be worth examining in further detail.
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Internet Watch Foundation based in the UK provided alarming figures in terms of
the age of the children that are being targeted. They could see how much it
increased in the past year, and they could see much more and more younger
children being targeted online.... it was as young as 2-years-old. So the age was
getting younger and younger and the severity of sexual abuse was getting bigger
and bigger. They reported lots of rape cases.

— Stakeholder 10

Remote child sexual abuse which is a big problem in the UK, in the Netherlands
and France and in America, obviously. The Philippines is a hotbed for it, but |
suspect it’s far more prevalent than what we’re hearing about. Basically, | pay
someone in the Philippines 30, 40 euros by Western Union, and then she will
abuse the child to my orders on camera. So that’s a big issue. | think that you
could call it human trafficking as it definitely fits the bill. There would be no harm
in IHREC getting involved and raising awareness of it because there’s no doubtin
my mind whatsoever that Irish people are involved.

— Stakeholder 11

ICT-facilitated child trafficking for other forms of
exploitation

The Commission has noted that there is now little distinction between ICT-facilitated
THB and ‘traditional’ THB given the prevalence of technology.*** The European
Commission notes that organised crime groups and traffickers have increasingly moved
online for all phases of trafficking as they adapted their business models according to
demand during Covid-19.%*® It also notes how children face a particular risk of online

exploitation and how ICT has assisted the trafficking of children not just for sexual

3% |rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p92.

3%Eyropean Commission (2021), Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the
Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the EU
Strategy on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings 2021- 2025, COM(2021) 171 final (EU Strategy on
Combating Trafficking in Human Beings) para 4.3.
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exploitation but also for labour exploitation, organ removal, illegal adoptions and forced
marriages.*” EU data shows the increasing exposure of children to online recruitment
and grooming for sexual exploitation, exploitation in criminal activities and forced
begging.3*® The Garda National Cyber Crime Bureau notes that in addition to being
sexually exploited online, children are also targeted to buy expensive items and

exploited in other ways by adults.3%°

Recruitment for labour and criminal exploitation

Stakeholders were very well aware of the risk to children of ICT-facilitated TSE, but a
number mentioned that children were increasingly being recruited online for other

forms of exploitation such as criminal or labour exploitation.

These online platforms, there would be a lot of recruitment online, there’s no
doubt that it’s happening. So, this goes back, a lot of state agencies’
understanding is of human trafficking, do they actually understand that there
could be elements of trafficking within that? There could be children as well [as
adults] being recruited online via, Instagram, Facebook, by job adverts, but
they’re not genuine ads.

— Stakeholder 06

I’ve heard of children being recruited online to do cybercrime.

— Stakeholder 17

One of these stakeholder’s spoke of how children were being recruited online, sexually

exploited and then trafficked for other forms of exploitation both online and off.

Child trafficking has a huge element of technology, whether it’s during the
recruitment phase, whether it’s during the control phase, or even the
exploitation, as | said, like live streaming, child sexual abuse materials or any

sexual exploitation of children. That sexual exploitation is sometimes used

3%7ibid.

3% rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2023), Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Second
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p147.

399RTE News, 27 November 2025, Senior cyber crime garda warns of ‘alarming’ scale of child grooming
within games.
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against those children, to force them to commit crime. In the digital world, the
child doesn’t know whether it’s talking to a peer or an adult, so the whole
grooming starts there, but then when it comes to exploitation, there are also lots
of offline elements.

— Stakeholder 10

Child trafficking for criminal activities

In its Third Evaluation Report, the Commission noted how TCA has only recently started
being researched in Ireland with a focus on drug-related intimidation, and also in the UK
due to ‘county lines’ drug dealing by children,*® where children are exploited by gangs
and use mobile phones to sell drugs. In Ireland from 2022 to 2024, four child victims of

TCA were identified, two girls and two boys, none were Irish nationals.*"!

Migrant children and unaccompanied minors

A number of stakeholders spoke about their knowledge of TCA in relation to migrant
children and unaccompanied minors with some referencing Vietnamese adults and

children being trafficked here to work in illegal cannabis “grow houses”.

Irish children - family networks and organised crime

TCA makes up 25% of child referrals to the NRM in the UK.%°A recent study on child
victims of criminal exploitation in Northern Ireland notes the risk to children, whose
families are involved in paramilitarism and organised crime, of being exploited to
commit crimes such as drug dealing, shoplifting and money laundering.*®® Given the

extensive OCG links between Ireland and Northern Ireland,*** and the family networks

400rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third
Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p288.

401Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p163.

402 Kane, G. and Chisholm, A. (2025) Identifying Modern Slavery and Human Trafficking in the Context of
Child Criminal Exploitation in Northern Ireland, p30.

403 ihid, pp30 & 31.

404Azure Forum (2021), Exploring Serious and Organised Crime Across Ireland and the UK, p7.
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involved,*% it seems unlikely that no Irish children have been exploited. A number of

stakeholders listed TCA of children as their top concern in relation to child trafficking.

| think that forced criminality is probably the biggest area that we’re going to see
where children are going to be exploited, as in criminal exploitation. There’s no
doubt about it, because it’s so easy.

— Stakeholder 06

The Greentown study“®® and replication studies Bluetown*®” and Redtown,*® all revealed
how children are lured into criminal behaviour by family gangs and criminal networks.
The Greentown study highlighted how children were often carefully selected for their
personal vulnerability to exploitation based on their family history of crime including
through older siblings and poor family support networks often due to substance abuse
while also noting instances of grooming.*% The study also noted how difficult it is for
children to withstand pressure to become involved in criminality and the difficulties in
escaping from the networks for example due to fear, the social status membership of

the network provided, and a lack of family support.*™°

Lack of prosecutions for grooming children into criminal
activity

In addition to being a large push factor for young children to become engaged in
criminal activity, the family network aspect of child TCA has been highlighted by the
Commission as a potential difficulty in securing prosecutions under the Criminal

Justice (Engagement of Children in Criminal Activities) Act 2024.4"" Although official

405pglice Service of Northern Ireland & An Garda Siochana (2018) Cross Border Organised Crime Threat
Assessment 2018, Section 4.0.

4%University of Limerick (2016), Lifting the Lid on Greentown: Why we should be concerned about the
influence criminal networks have on children’s offending behaviour in Ireland, p6.

47University of Limerick (2020), Lifting the Lid on Bluetown: A replication case study, which investigates
the contribution of engagement in a local criminal network to young people’s more serious and persistent
offending patterns, p8.

408niversity of Limerick (2020), Lifting the Lid on Redtown: A replication case study, which investigates
the contribution of engagement in a local criminal network to young people’s more serious and persistent
offending patterns, p11.

4%%University of Limerick (2016), Lifting the Lid on Greentown: Why we should be concerned about the
influence criminal networks have on children’s offending behaviour in Ireland, pp38 & 44.

41%bid, 33, 39, 45 & 46.

41 Jrish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
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figures state that 17 proceedings have been initiated since the Act commenced in May
2024, the lack of successful prosecutions under this legislation was raised by a

number of stakeholders.

92% of the children that they researched had a familial connection with the
person who had exploited them and groomed them into criminal activity. | really
think that legislation, the grooming legislation that was put into place in 2024,
because that piece of legislation depends on the testimony of the child against
the adult, there is not a chance that that’ll ever happen. And regardless of
whether they’re even related to them or not, they’re not going to be a ‘rat’ in their
own community.

— Stakeholder 08

At-risk children and children in care

The amended Directive references the vulnerability to THB of children in care and living
in residential institutions.*’* The OCO also highlights how children without adequate
family support are often at risk of getting caught up in gangs and coming to the attention
of the criminal justice system.*'* The Child Law Project findings support this and
documents instances where a lack of stable and appropriate care or foster placement
have led to poor mental health outcomes and children coming into contact with youth
justice services.*'® The extent of the representation of children in care in the criminal
justice system has been identified by the Irish Penal Reform Trust as an area where
more data is required to improve the general policing response and the Garda National

Youth Diversion Programme specifically.*'®*The issue of children in care being easily

Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p163.

#“12Minister for Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, Jim O’Callaghan TD, Parliamentary Question 43, 19
March 2026.

413Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims,
Recital 7.

4“140mbudsman for Children Office, Young Lives at Risk Research Project.

415Child Law Project (2024), Presentation to the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration
and Youth, p5.

418rish Penal Reform Trust (2019), Care and Justice: Children and Young People in Care and Contact with
the Criminal Justice System, p48.
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identifiable targets for exploitation, particularly criminal exploitation was raised by a

number of stakeholders.

[We need to have] the conversation of whether we’re talking about children who
have behavioural issues, or children that are a bit isolated, or those in care
facilities, and they’ve been an easy target. So what happens is that the criminals
start targeting those children.

— Stakeholder 10

A residential unit often just becomes a target for people who want to traffic and
exploit children as they’re a very identifiable group.

— Stakeholder 15

Victim blaming of criminally exploited children

Regarding the failure to examine child offenders through a trafficking, child-sensitive or
victim-centred lens, a key concern was that child victims of criminal exploitation were

being blamed for their behaviour in a way other child victims may not be.

Victim blaming, and that is what is happening across the board, with children on
the drugs piece who have been trafficked for criminal exploitation. The level of
victim blaming is horrific. You have to employ that child rights-centred lens.

— Stakeholder 06

Lack of awareness of indicators of trafficking for criminal
exploitation

UNODC notes that the criminal justice sector needs more awareness of indicators of
trafficking for criminal exploitation, as child victims of TCA are often considered
suspects,*’” which can hide the extent of the problem. The lack of understanding of the
relationship between child criminal exploitation and child TCA was highlighted by the

International Organization for Migration (IOM) as a problem in both Ireland and Northern

#“7United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, Child Trafficking for Exploitation in Forced Criminality
Activities and Forced Begging.
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Ireland.*'® Persons interviewed by IOM highlighted the lack of awareness of the signs of
TCA and how to identify child victims. They believed that viewing and describing such
children as criminals, as opposed to victims, was one of the reasons the numbers of
child victims of TCA were so low in Ireland and Northern Ireland in comparison to the
UK.*" A large number of stakeholders agreed that there was a high risk that children
were often being misidentified as suspects and offenders by law enforcement and

communities.

I really think that the risk of misidentification, that they’re being treated as
offenders and suspects, rather than potential victims is something that does
happen.

- Stakeholder 13

Others felt that the issue was the State and agencies of the State were still unwilling to
accept that grooming and recruiting children into criminal exploitation is child abuse

and constitutes a child trafficking offence.

I think it is in terms of that broader legislative interpretation of trafficking for
criminal exploitation. There has been significant investment on behalf of the
Government into programmes like the youth diversion programmes. Considering
that huge investment there’s a reluctance there to maybe look at what else it
could be. Lifting the Lid on Greentown was nearly 10 years ago now and the
findings in the prevalence study the following year clearly spoke to what is being
described internationally as child trafficking for criminal exploitation.

— Stakeholder 21

Examination of child offenders for trafficking indicators

There is some evidence, however, that attitudes are changing with the Policing Authority
reporting in 2022 that organisations working with children who have been caught up in

criminality are now considering how children are being exploited by gangs to sell

418Chisholm A, Burland P, Dew J, Stephenson T, (2023), A Study into Human Trafficking Between Ireland

and Northern Ireland, p17.
419@-
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drugs.*?® One organisation relayed how they were now referring to this exploitation as
child trafficking, however many youth workers spoke about poor policing practice by
members of An Garda Siochana in interactions with these children including verbal and
physical abuse.*?' This is despite findings of a 2017 survey where Juvenile Liaison
Officers in urban and rural areas reported that one in eight of the children they were
engaged with had profiles consistent with children who participated in the Greentown
study.“?2 A number of people mentioned the need for there to be a review of these types
of criminal convictions for children and for the review to approach cases through a

trafficking lens.

Without proper assessment on the surface it looks like they’re drug dealers, but
until you go in-depth into their life, maybe they’re vulnerable and they’re easily
picked and targeted and so they may never be viewed or assessed as victims of
human trafficking for forced criminality.

— Stakeholder 22

Recruitment of very young children

In relation to TCE, a number of stakeholders mentioned how without action, the crime
would continue as victims of this crime, they noted, often then became perpetrators
recruiting very young children, an issue previously highlighted by MECPATHS.*** The
recruitment of young children, below the ‘age of criminal responsibility’*** has been
raised by the Garda Inspectorate.**® Consultations by the Policing Authority support this
assertion: with community and youth organisations regarding children lured into

criminality by money, gifts and drugs debt noting that the age when they are normally

420The Policing Authority (2022), What We Heard 2022, p10.

42ibid, p10 & 11.

422University of Limerick (2017), National Prevalence Study: Do the findings from the Greentown study of
children’s involvement in a criminal network (2015) extend beyond Greentown?, p12.

“2|rish Examiner, 6 November 2024, Children as young as eight being recruited by criminal gangs to
deliver drugs and collect debts.

424 Department of Justice Home Affairs and Migration, Youth Justice Legislation. (2021) ‘no child under the
age of 12 years can be charged with an offence. An exception is made for 10- and 11-year-olds charged
with very serious offences, such as unlawful killing, a rape offence or aggravated sexual assault. In
addition, the Director of Public Prosecutions must give consent for any child under the age of 14 years to
be charged.’

425Garda Siochana Inspectorate (2024), Transnational Organised Crime A Review of the Structures,
Strategies and Processes in the Garda Siochana, p243.
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targeted is between eight and 12 but that they were aware of children as young as six

being exploited as drug runners.*

As we all know, that’s what criminals do. They get the younger people because
there are benefits to be got if you’re a juvenile arrested, you’re going to avail the
juvenile liaison diversion system. And so they are being exploited by drugs gangs.

— Stakeholder 22

Young kids actually being groomed by older kids.
— Stakeholder 18

Some stakeholders mentioned how they felt that the failure to recognise child victims of
TCA as victims of trafficking was similar to the State’s previous failure to tackle
domestic violence and historical institutional abuse, noting potential legal action by

victims in the future.

| always liken anti-human trafficking efforts to be similar to the efforts made over
the last two decades when it comes to domestic violence. | think 20 years ago in
Ireland, people were like, oh, it doesn’t happen here. We’re not going to talk
about that. We’re certainly not going to acknowledge it will open up a whole can
of worms. And | think that’s where we’re at with child criminal exploitation and
with trafficking in this country. There’s just this reluctance to even speak about or
acknowledge that it’s happening.

- Stakeholder 08

The Council of Europe are very clear in their definitions. And they would say this
is child trafficking. And the Irish State’s refusal will come back to bite them.
We’ve seen case law in the UK where children were missed as victims of
trafficking because the State decided they didn’t want to see them through that
lens.

— Stakeholder 21

425The Policing Authority (2022), What We Heard 2022, p10.
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Child trafficking for other forms of exploitation

Labour exploitation

While not listed by all stakeholders in relation to Ireland, a number mentioned child
trafficking for labour exploitation as a concern particularly with regard to children being
trafficked to Ireland to work in car washes and nail bars. These concerns were primarily
in relation to migrant children and them being trafficked and exploited particularly by

their own communities.

What happens in a lot of the labour exploitation cases is that it is exploitation by
compatriots from the same country.

— Stakeholder 18

| am aware of cases of Romanian kids coming over from lower socio-economic
groupings in Romania, so they are vulnerable because of poverty. They’re coming
to Ireland to work in car washes and the farming industry. | often wonder to
myself when I’m walking around town and | see all these young lads on their
bicycles doing, working in the gig economy, | wonder, are they, some of them,
being trafficked, you know? Like, young Brazilians especially, you know?

— Stakeholder 11

Forced begging

The European Commission has noted that while not a prevalent form of THB across
Member States at just 2% of recorded cases, forced begging remains an issue which
affects mainly Eastern European nationals including Roma ethnicities.**” Pavee Point,
the Traveller and Roma Centre, has highlighted that begging is undertaken by non-

Traveller and non-Roma as well as Roma communities.*?® They have also noted that

427Eyropean Commission (2025), Report from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council,
the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the progress made
in the European Union in combating trafficking in human beings (Fifth Report), para 2.4.

428 pavee Point (2023), Supplementary Submission to the Joint Qireachtas Committee on Justice, Equality
and Defence on the Issue of Sexual Violence, Section 2.1.
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almost one in five Roma surveyed cited begging as a source of income.*?° The report
stated that many families living in Ireland experience serious hardship as a result of not
being able to access social welfare payments, for example due to issues with the
Habitual Residence Condition, ‘with consequences such as school non-attendance
and effectively being forced into begging.’43°

As noted in the amended EU Directive ‘Trafficking in human beings has various root
causes. Poverty, conflict, inequality, gender-based violence, the absence of viable
employment opportunities or social support, humanitarian crises, statelessness and
discrimination are among the main factors that make persons, especially women,
children and members of marginalised groups, vulnerable to trafficking.’+%

The Immigrant Council of Ireland believes that in relation to trafficking for forced
begging, itis primarily children who are targeted.**? In 2022, the European Commission
reported an increase in persons with disabilities being exploited for forced begging.**
This could merit further attention in relation to child trafficking in Ireland.

The US Department of State 2025 Trafficking in Persons Report noted, however, that the
lack of screening in Ireland among child victims of forced begging and forced criminality
may have resulted in children being penalised for unlawful acts they were forced to
commit as a result of them being trafficked.** This issue was raised by some
stakeholders wondering if it merited further investigation. An Garda Siochana confirmed

that there were child trafficking cases of exploitation for forced begging in 2025.

42%Pavee Point (2020), Submission to Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth
Statement of Strategy, p10.

430jbid, p5.

431 Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims,
Recital 2.

432lmmigrant Council of Ireland (2018), TRACKS Trafficking and Asylum Toolkit, section 1.4.

433European Commission (2022) Commission Staff Working Document Evaluation of the Proposal for a
Directive of the European Parliament and the Council amending Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and
combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims, p36.

Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p45.

434S Department of State (2025) 2025 Trafficking in Persons Report: Ireland.
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Let’s say begging. Right? That takes a lot of work to investigate. So let’s say you
saw a person on Patrick Street in Cork, a young girl you thought was 15 or 14, or a
young boy, right? They’re begging. Is there a human trafficking and forced
element behind that? That takes surveillance, monitoring, who drops, who
collects, what does a young person do with the money.

— Stakeholder 22

Domestic servitude

Although there appears to be limited information at Irish and EU level regarding child
trafficking for domestic servitude, Nasc, the Migrant and Refugee Rights Centre, have
documented a case of a 14-year-old-girl who was trafficked to Ireland for domestic
servitude following the death of her parents.**®* MECPATHS explains how child victims of
trafficking for domestic servitude may often live extremely isolated lives with little or no
unsupervised freedom,**® which makes the crime very hard to detect.

Barnardo’s National Counter-Trafficking Centre in the UK highlights how child victims of
domestic servitude can be of any nationality but that children in the international
protection system are often targeted.**” The Centre notes how child victims may be
forced to endure ‘unbearable conditions or ‘working’ hours’ and that, at times, their
work can be misunderstood as part of the child’s cultural heritage, making the
exploitation even more difficult to detect and stop.**® Given how hidden this form of
child trafficking is, further research and consideration is merited. It was referenced by a
number of stakeholders as an area of concern as they were aware of cases where

children were trafficked to Ireland for the purposes of domestic servitude.

Domestic servitude is apparently significant in the west of Ireland for some
children.

— Stakeholder 21

4%Nasc Ireland, Jane’s Story.

4MECPATHS, Child Trafficking Domestic Servitude.

“¥Barnardo’s UK Barnardo’s National Counter-Trafficking Centre Domestic Servitude.
43Bihid.
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Forced marriage

There have been no identified child victims of trafficking for forced marriage in Ireland,
this is an area which has been under-explored. The NAP commits to examining the
potential introduction of Forced Marriage Protection Orders**® and Europol notes that
forced marriage affects both EU and non-EU national girls.**° The European
Commission confirms cases of forced marriage for children as young as five and how
generally it affects child victims from a migrant background.**' AkiDwA has found the
same, noting that this practice mainly affects Afghan, Indian and Muslim girls, many of
whom hold Irish citizenship.#4? Although it is no longer legal for under 18s to get married
in Ireland, AkiDwA has found that many of the girls affected had been taken abroad by
their parents to marry older men. “** This may be an area for further research given the
limited data and lack of awareness of the crime.

This phenomenon was raised by one stakeholder.

If you talk about forced marriages, it is happeningin Ireland. Who is talking about
it?

— Stakeholder 14

It has been reported that early and arranged marriages take place in the Traveller
community with some young couples, aged 16 years and over, travelling to Northern
Ireland to marry.*** Pavee Point has stated that early marriage is not a cultural practice
among Roma per se but that it can occur in some Roma communities.*** The
organisation also noted that factors such as social and political exclusion, racism,
structural poverty and low formal educational attainment can make Roma and

Travellers more vulnerable to trafficking and exploitation particularly TSE.**® The issue of

439Irish Government (2023), Third National Action Plan to Combat and Prevent Human Trafficking 2023-
2027, Action 3.6.2.

440Europol (2022) European Migrant Smuggling Centre 6th Annual Report, p20.

4“1Eyropean Commission (2025), Report from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council,
the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the progress made
in the European Union in combating trafficking in human beings (Fifth Report), para 2.4.

442AkiDWA (2020), Early and Forced Marriages.

443AkiDWA (2020), Early and Forced Marriages.

444rish Independent, 14 February 2015, End Option to Marry at 16 in Northern Ireland Urges Pavee Point
445pavee Point (2023), Supplementary Submission to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Justice, Equality
and Defence on the Issue of Sexual Violence, Section 2.4.

48ibid, Sections 2.1 & 2.4
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early and potentially forced marriage in the Traveller community was raised by a few

stakeholders.

The marriage piece is an interesting one, as | have been cognisant of this among
children from Traveller backgrounds and wondered whether it was still
happening. | met with a Traveller group and | said to the young girls there, like
they were maybe 16, 17 and they said what you do is you go up the North and
there’s priests up the North who are known for doing this, they will marry you.
They said when you’re in the Traveller community, you’re very restricted in
childhood, like you’ve your curfew and you do what your dad says, and you do
what your mother says. But with early child marriage you relinquish all of your
childhood rights and entitlements, and you become an adult through that early
marriage.

— Stakeholder 21
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7. Recommendations

The research, which included engagement with relevant stakeholders, has supported
the identification of a range of areas for action by State agencies, specialist
organisations and statutory bodies engaged in the trafficking response in Ireland. The
recommendations below cover a range of areas including legislative reform, the NRM
and identification of child victims, supports and services for child victims,
investigations and prosecutions, prevention, partnerships, data collection and

evidence-based policy.

1. Legislative reform

(a) Ensure full and timely transposition of Directive (EU)
2024/1712

Ireland should ensure the full and timely transposition of Directive (EU) 2024/1712,
which strengthens the legal and policy framework addressing trafficking in human
beings and introduces several provisions of particular relevance to children and ICT-

facilitated trafficking.

The State, in particular the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, should

ensure full and timely transposition of Directive (EU) 2024/1712, including:

> Fully implementing Member State obligations regarding early identification of, and
assistance to, victims and presumed victims, and the establishment of national
referral mechanisms;

> Making the best interests of the child a primary consideration in all trafficking
decisions;

> Ensuring that child victims have access to child-sensitive investigations and
prosecutions;

> Providing specialised training, including ICT-facilitated trafficking to relevant actors,
such as investigators, prosecutors and the judiciary;

> Incorporating provisions relating to the liability of legal persons, including online

platforms involved in facilitating trafficking offences into national law.
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> Providing specialist assistance and support in a victim-centred and child-sensitive

way. 47

(b) Ensure consistent application of the definition of child
trafficking

Ireland should ensure that the definition of child trafficking is consistently reflected and
applied across legislation, policy and operational practice. Under national and
international law, child trafficking requires only an action (such as recruitment,
transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a child) and an exploitative purpose. It
does not require ‘means’ such as proof of coercion, deception or movement.
Stakeholder interviews highlighted misconceptions regarding the requirement for
movement or transportation for a trafficking offence to arise. This misunderstanding
may contribute to the under-identification of victims, including child victims. This is
particularly so in cases involving online recruitment, grooming and exploitation

occurring within the State.

The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as

National Anti-Trafficking Coordinator, should ensure consistency by:

= issuing clear national guidance confirming that movement is not required for a child
to be considered a victim of trafficking and that Irish national children can be victims
of trafficking;

2> ensuring that this definition is explicitly reflected in training materials, operational

guidance and investigative protocols across all relevant agencies; and

- promoting consistent understanding of the definition among law enforcement, child

protection professionals, prosecutors, the judiciary and frontline service providers.

447 Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims
Art11.
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(c) Consolidate child trafficking offences within a coherent
legislative framework

Ireland’s legislative framework addressing child trafficking and exploitation is currently
dispersed across multiple statutes, including the Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) Act
2008, as amended, the Child Trafficking and Pornography Act 1998, and other related
legislation addressing exploitation and organised criminal activity.

Several stakeholders noted that the separation of offences relating to child sexual
exploitation from trafficking offences may contribute to confusion regarding the
identification and classification of child trafficking cases. Further efforts are needed to
ensure clarity for investigators, prosecutors and service providers, and that suspected

trafficking cases are appropriately referred.

The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, in

consultation with the Director of Public Prosecutions, An Garda Siochana, Attorney

General (Office of the Parliamentary Counsel) and specialist organisations and experts

—including specialist agencies, the National Rapporteur, civil society organisations and

survivors/lived experience experts,**® should consider:

> reviewing the legislative framework governing child trafficking and child exploitation,
with a view to consolidating statutory trafficking-related offences;

> assessing whether the current fragmentation of offences may contribute to the
reclassification of trafficking cases as other forms of exploitation; and

> ensuring that legislative reforms reflect the continuum between grooming,

exploitation and trafficking, particularly in cases involving online recruitment.

(d) Strengthen legislative safeguards for child victims of
criminal exploitation

Ireland has taken an important step on this issue through the Criminal Justice
(Engagement of Children in Criminal Activity) Act 2024, which criminalises the coercion

or grooming of children into criminal activity. However, further measures may be

448 Specialist organisations and experts may include the National Rapporteur, civil society organisations,
institutes, and expert individuals working in the area of anti-human trafficking, national and international,
including lived experience experts/survivors.
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required to ensure that children exploited in criminal contexts are consistently
recognised as victims, and assisted and protected, as some stakeholders raised
concerns about misidentification of children exploited for criminal activities and

suggested that cases of ‘child offenders’ be reviewed for trafficking indicators.

The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, the Director

of Public Prosecutions, An Garda Siochana and Tusla, should:

> promote the consistent application of the non-punishment principle, in line with
international and EU obligations, and ensure its inclusion in statute;

> develop clear operational guidance for law enforcement and prosecutors on
identifying indicators of child criminal exploitation, in consultation with specialist
stakeholders and experts; and

> ensure that child protection services are engaged at an early stage in cases involving

suspected exploitation of children for criminal activities.

(e) Review legislative responses to ICT-facilitated child
trafficking

Given the increasing use of digital technologies by traffickers to recruit and exploit
children, further efforts are required to review whether existing legislative frameworks

sufficiently address ICT-facilitated child trafficking and exploitation.

The State, particularly the Department of Culture, Communications and Sports, in

consultation with the Department of Justice Home Affairs and Migration Ireland’s

National Anti-Trafficking Coordinator, Coimisiun na Mean, An Garda Siochana, Tusla,

and specialist organisations and experts, should review:

> whether legislation adequately captures online recruitment and grooming;

> the effectiveness of existing regulatory mechanisms under the Online Safety and
Media Regulation Act 2022 in addressing online risks to children; and

> therole of large technology companies and online platforms in preventing the

facilitation of trafficking.
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2. ldentification of child victims and the National
Referral Mechanism

(a) Operationalise the statutory NRM without further delay

Ireland has taken an important step in placing the National Referral Mechanism (NRM)
on a statutory footing through the Criminal Justice (Sexual Offences and Human
Trafficking) Act 2024. This development was widely welcomed by stakeholders as
having significant potential to improve Ireland’s anti-trafficking framework.

However, the new NRM has not yet commenced as of July 2026. The finalisation of
Operational Guidance is awaited. Several stakeholders expressed concern regarding
the delay in implementation and the lack of clarity regarding timelines. This poses

serious concerns from a child rights perspective.

To strengthen the identification of victims and ensure access to appropriate supports,

the State, specifically the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as

National Anti-Trafficking Coordinator, should:

> publish and implement the NRM Operational Guidance including detailed
procedures for identification and referral in consultation and collaboration with
relevant statutory bodies and specialist stakeholders;**°

> ensure thatthe Guidance clearly sets out roles, responsibilities and referral
pathways for all participating bodies; and

- provide clarity regarding the functioning of the Operational Committee, Competent
Authorities and Trusted Partners under the new system and ensure that its
operations and assistance provided by agencies and partners are adequately

resourced.

49 Including ‘competent authorities’ and ‘trusted partners’, survivors and specialist agencies, the
National Rapporteur and CSOs.
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(b) Establish a statutory child-specific NRM or a child-specific
pathway within the NRM

Stakeholders consistently emphasised that children have a distinct legal status,
specific vulnerabilities and protection needs which require a specialised trafficking
response. International guidance, including that of the OSCE and Council of Europe,
highlights the importance of child-specific identification procedures that prioritise child

protection and the best interests of the child.

The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, as National
Coordinator, in consultation with the Department of Children, Disability and Equality,
key statutory bodies such as Tusla, specialist organisations and experts, should
establish a clearly defined child-specific NRM pathway, which should include:

> specialised procedures for the identification of child victims;

> mandatory involvement of child protection services;

> child-appropriate assessment processes and specialised assistance; and

> safeguards to ensure that children are treated primarily as victims.

Such procedures should reflect the principle that child trafficking is a child protection

issue, requiring strong coordination between trafficking and child protection systems.

(c) Establish a national focal point for child victims of
trafficking

The OSCE recommends the establishment of national focal points for child victims of
trafficking to improve coordination between anti-trafficking and child protection
systems.

A national focal point can play a critical role in ensuring that child victims are identified
early and referred to appropriate services, while also strengthening coordination
between agencies responsible for child protection, law enforcement and victim

support.

The State, specifically the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as
National Coordinator, should consider establishing a National Focal Point for child

victims of trafficking, with responsibilities including:
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> facilitating cooperation between child protection services, law enforcement,
immigration authorities, prosecutors and civil society organisations;

> supporting the identification and referral of all presumed and identified child
victims;

> monitoring the effectiveness of child-specific procedures within the NRM; and

> promoting consistent application of child protection principles within Ireland’s
trafficking response; and

> acting as a central contact for cross-border cases involving trafficked children and

supporting international cooperation in child protection matters.

(d) Provide specialised training for all bodies participating in
the NRM

The effectiveness of the NRM will depend significantly on the capacity of participating
agencies to recognise indicators of trafficking and exploitation. Stakeholders repeatedly
emphasised the importance of training for professionals involved in identifying and
supporting victims, given the expansion of identification responsibilities under the new

NRM.

The State, specifically the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as

National Coordinator, in partnership with specialist organisations and experts, should

ensure that:

> regular, standardised and specialised training is provided to professionals likely to
come into contact with child victims or potential victims, in order to detect and
identify them as victims;

> specialised training programmes are developed for all Competent Authorities and
Trusted Partners participating in the NRM, including training on child trafficking
indicators, ICT-facilitated recruitment and exploitation, child criminal exploitation,
child sexual exploitation, and trauma-informed approaches to working with child
victims; and

> tailored awareness and specialist training for private sector organisations and

industries that may encounter child victims or indicators of trafficking and
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exploitation, including those working in transport, hospitality, private security,

financial services and digital platforms, is considered where appropriate.

(e) Introduce clear timelines and accountability mechanisms
within the NRM

Stakeholders expressed concerns regarding the absence of clear statutory timelines for
decision-making within the new NRM. International experience demonstrates that
assistance to children should be triggered immediately when concerns are raised that
they could be a victim of trafficking and that lengthy identification procedures can leave

victims without access to supports and in prolonged uncertainty regarding their status.

The State, specifically the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as
National Coordinator, should ensure that the NRM Operational Guidelines includes:
> clear and realistic timelines for identification decisions;

> mechanisms for monitoring delays; and

> appropriate oversight arrangements.

(f) Strengthen the role of child protection services in
identification

International guidance emphasises that child victims of trafficking are often first
identified by child protection actors rather than law enforcement, including social
workers, educators, healthcare providers and civil society organisations. The new NRM
provides an opportunity to strengthen and fully resource the role of Tusla and child
protection actors, in the identification of child victims. The review of Children First also

provides an opportunity to mainstream child trafficking as a child protection issue.

The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration,
Department of Children, Disability and Equality, Tusla and An Garda Siochana, should
ensure that:

> child trafficking is viewed as a child protection issue;

> child protection services are fully integrated into the identification process;
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> professionals working with children receive specialised training on trafficking
indicators;

> referral protocols between child protection and law enforcement are clear,
operational and fully resourced; and

> national child protection systems develop specific plans to prevent trafficking in

human beings, including that of children in residential or closed-type institutions.*®

3. Supports and services for child victims

(a) Ensure child victims have immediate access to specialised
protection and supports

Children who are victims of trafficking frequently present with complex protection
needs, including exposure to violence, coercion, sexual exploitation or criminal
exploitation. Effective responses therefore require coordinated child protection, health,
social and legal supports delivered through multi-disciplinary cooperation between
child protection services, law enforcement, healthcare providers and civil society
organisations.

Stakeholders consistently highlighted concerns regarding the availability and
accessibility of support services for child victims of trafficking and exploitation,
particularly in relation to access to social workers, legal guardians, early access to legal

aid, safe accommodation and specialised trauma-informed care.

The State, led by the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, as National
Coordinator, working in partnership with the Department of Children, Disability and
Equality, the Department of Education and Youth, the Department of Health, the
Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage, Tusla, the Health Service
Executive, the Legal Aid Board and other relevant actors, should ensure that all child
victims of trafficking have immediate access to specialised, child-centred support

services, including:

450 Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims
Recital 33.

139


https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2024/1712/oj/eng
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2024/1712/oj/eng

Child Trafficking and ICT-Facilitated Child Trafficking

> safe and appropriate accommodation;

> psychological and trauma-informed care;

> healthcare;

> legal advice and representation;

> education and social integration supports; and

> appropriate specialised after care for 18- to 21-year-olds.

(b) Strengthen the role and resourcing of child protection
services

Child protection systems play a central role in the identification and protection of
trafficked children. However, insufficient resourcing can undermine the ability of
services to respond effectively to suspected cases of exploitation. Many stakeholders
raised concerns regarding the capacity of Tusla and other child protection services to
respond to child victims of trafficking and at-risk children, particularly unaccompanied

minors and those in State care.

The State, particularly the Department of Children, Disability and Equality, should:

> ensure that adequate resources are available to child protection services, including
Tusla, to respond to cases involving child trafficking and exploitation;

> prioritise the timely allocation of social workers to at-risk children, unaccompanied
minors, including in the international protection process, and all potential child
victims; and

> ensure that safety planning for children at risk of trafficking includes specific

consideration of trafficking and exploitation risks.

(c) Expand and improve implementation of the Barnahus
multi-disciplinary child protection model

The multi-disciplinary Barnahus model is recognised internationally as a good practice
approach for supporting child victims of abuse and exploitation. The model brings
together law enforcement, child protection, medical and psychological services in a

single child-friendly setting to work together in the best interests of the child and to help

140



Child Trafficking and ICT-Facilitated Child Trafficking

prevent further trauma for child victims. While the Barnahus model is not yet fully
implemented in some cases in Ireland, the model itself is widely accepted as positive
and effective. Barnahus centres currently operate in three locations in Ireland, primarily
supporting child victims of sexual violence. However, the model has wider relevance for
cases involving child trafficking and exploitation and could significantly improve the
experience of child victims in the child protection and criminal justice systems.

The approach adopted by the Centre for Child Victims in Berlin is also of relevance given
its focus on early identification and specialised expertise in child trafficking, bringing
together specialised police investigators, prosecutors and child protection

professionals in coordinated multi-disciplinary teams.

The State, including the Health Service Executive, Tusla and An Garda Siochana,

together with other relevant statutory partners where appropriate, should consider:

> strengthening implementation of the Barnahus modelin Ireland;

> expanding the Barnahus model nationally, ensuring access across all regions of
Ireland;

> assessing whether the model could be adapted to support all child victims of
trafficking and exploitation, including cases involving criminal exploitation or labour
exploitation; and

> strengthening coordination between Barnahus and the NRM.

(d) Strengthen victim identification and support through the
“Social Path” approach

The OSCE has emphasised the importance of a “Social Path” to identification and
assistance, which allows victims of trafficking to access protection and support
services without requiring immediate engagement with criminal justice processes. This
approach recognises that many victims, particularly children, may be reluctant or
unable to engage with law enforcement at early stages due to fear, trauma or distrust of
authorities. Under the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, a victim should be provided with

assistance and support as soon as there is a reasonable grounds indication for
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believing that they might have been trafficked, irrespective of their willingness to act as

a witness.*®’

The State, led by the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, as National

Coordinator, should ensure that the new National Referral Mechanism reflects the

principles of the “Social Path” approach, including:

> enabling referrals to be made by social services, education and healthcare
professionals and civil society organisations.

> ensuring that all presumed victims, including children, can access support services
without being required to participate in criminal investigations.

> prioritising child protection responses and the best interests of the child.

(e) Review age assessment procedures to ensure child
protection safeguards

Stakeholders raised concerns regarding age-assessment procedures, particularly in
cases involving unaccompanied minors and children seeking international protection,
in light of the implementation of the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum. Incorrect age
assessments can have serious consequences for vulnerable children, including the risk
that trafficked children may be treated as adults and excluded from child protection

systems.

The State, the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, including the
International Protection Office, International Protection Accommodation Services, the
Department of Children, Disability and Equality, and Tusla, should ensure that:

> age-assessment procedures are multi-disciplinary and child-sensitive;

> the presumption of minority is applied where age is uncertain;

> children undergoing age assessment have access to early legal and social supports,

assistance and appropriate accommodation;

451 Directive 2011/36/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 5 April 2011 on preventing and
combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims, and replacing Council Framework
Decision 2002/629/JHA, Recital 18.
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> assessments should be carried out by professionals with expertise in age estimation
and child development, with relevant expertise potentially including social workers,
psychologists and paediatricians; and

> assessments should take account of physical, psychological, developmental,

environmental and cultural factors.

(f) Develop specialised accommodation for child victims of
trafficking

Stakeholders highlighted the absence of specialised accommodation for child victims
of trafficking, noting that in some cases children at risk of exploitation are not placed in
suitable care environments affecting theirimmediate well-being and long-term
recovery. Children who are victims of trafficking may face significant safety risks,

including threats from traffickers or the risk of re-trafficking.

The State, specifically the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, the
Department of Children, Disability and Equality, the Department of Housing, Local
Government and Heritage, and Tusla, should coordinate policy and activity to establish
specialised safe accommodation for child victims of trafficking, and children of adult
victims of trafficking.

> This accommodation should:

> be staffed by qualified child protection professionals;

> ensure enhanced safeguarding measures;

> provide specialised trauma-informed support; and

> facilitate access to multi-disciplinary care services.

4. Investigations and prosecutions

(a) Strengthen specialised investigative capacity to address
child trafficking

Effective investigations are essential to ensuring accountability for trafficking offences

and protecting child victims. Stakeholders highlighted the need for increased capacity
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among law enforcement agencies to identify and investigate cases of child trafficking,

particularly where exploitation occurs within organised criminal networks.

The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, An Garda
Siochana and the Director of Public Prosecutions, should therefore ensure that
additional specialised investigative capacity exists within An Garda Siochana to address
child trafficking cases, including those involving multiple forms of exploitation and
multiple jurisdictions. Consideration should be given to strengthening dedicated
expertise within existing organised crime, cybercrime and trafficking units, ensuring that
investigators possess the necessary knowledge and skills to identify trafficking

indicators and pursue complex cases and ensure successful prosecutions.

(b) Develop specialised capacity to investigate ICT-facilitated child
trafficking

Stakeholders repeatedly emphasised the increasing role of digital technologies in the
recruitment, grooming and exploitation of children, including through social media

platforms, online forums and gaming environments.

The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, An Garda
Siochana and the Director of Public Prosecutions should address emerging forms of
ICT-facilitated trafficking by strengthening the capacity of law enforcement authorities
to investigate these crimes, including:

> enhancing training on digital evidence gathering and analysis;

> strengthening investigative capabilities relating to online recruitment and grooming;
> promoting work with technology companies and online platforms; and

> ensuring investigators have access to technical expertise and digital forensic tools.

(c) Provide specialised training for investigators, prosecutors
and the judiciary

Stakeholders emphasised the importance of specialised training across the criminal

justice system, noting that a lack of awareness regarding trafficking indicators may
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contribute to the under-identification of victims and challenges in pursuing

prosecutions.

The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as

National Coordinator, in cooperation with relevant bodies and experts, should ensure

that specialised training programmes on trafficking in human beings, including child

trafficking, are made available to An Garda Siochana, the Office of the Director of Public

Prosecutions, members of the judiciary through the Judicial Council, and defence

counsel.

Training should include:

> the legal elements of trafficking offences;

> indicators of child trafficking and child criminal exploitation;

> trauma-informed approaches to interviewing child witnesses;

= investigative and evidential challenges associated with ICT-facilitated trafficking;
and

> special measures available to child victims.

(d) Ensure consistent application of the non-punishment
principle

International and European legal frameworks recognise the non-punishment principle,
which provides that victims of trafficking should not be penalised for unlawful acts they
were compelled to commit as a direct consequence of their exploitation. Stakeholders
raised concerns that children exploited for criminal activities may, in some
circumstances, be treated primarily as offenders rather than as potential victims of
trafficking or exploitation. Further efforts are needed to prevent secondary victimisation
by ensuring that the non-punishment principle is consistently applied, includingin

cases involving suspected child victims of trafficking.

The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National
Coordinator, An Garda Siochana, and the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions
(ODPP) and Tusla should :

> Ensuring the non-punishment principle is enshrined in statute;
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> Ensuring prosecutors are familiar with and aware of the guidance on the application
of the non-punishment principle, to use it effectively and appropriately;

> Training on recognising indicators and patterns of child criminal exploitation; and

> Ensuring early involvement of child protection services in cases involving children

suspected of involvement in criminal activity.

(e) Review cases involving children convicted of offences
where trafficking indicators may have been present

Stakeholders expressed concerns that some children involved in criminal activity,
particularly drug-related offences, may have been criminally exploited by organised
criminal networks and may therefore meet the legal definition of victims of trafficking.
Cases involving children convicted of offences where trafficking indicators may have
been present should be reviewed. The objective of such a review would be to ensure
that children who are victims of criminal exploitation are identified and protected, and
that criminal justice responses reflect the child protection and victim-centred

principles underpinning international anti-trafficking frameworks.

The State, including the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions in collaboration

with An Garda Siochana and Tusla, should initiate a multi-agency review of cases

involving children convicted of certain offences, particularly drug-related offences, to:

> examine whether trafficking indicators were present but not recognised at the time
of investigation or prosecution;

> assess whether existing procedures adequately identify children who may be
victims of criminal exploitation; and

> identify opportunities to strengthen safeguards within the criminal justice system.

(f) Strengthen protections for child victims during criminal
proceedings

Participation in criminal investigations and trials can be particularly challenging for
child victims of trafficking. Stakeholders highlighted concerns regarding the potential

for re-traumatisation during criminal justice processes despite many recent
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improvements for child withesses including the establishment of a panel of

intermediaries.

The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, An Garda
Siochana and Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions, Tusla, the Courts Service,
the Legal Aid Board and other relevant bodies, should ensure that all child victims have
access to child-sensitive investigative and court procedures, including:

> specialist child interviewers;

> the use of video-recorded testimony where appropriate;

> immediate access to legal representation and victim support services;

2> measures to minimise direct confrontation with defendants; and

> consideration of specialised legal supports for children.

(g) Strengthen access to compensation for victims of
trafficking

Access to compensation is an important element of justice and recovery for victims of
trafficking. However, stakeholders highlighted challenges relating to the practical

accessibility of compensation mechanisms and their general inadequacy.

The State, specifically the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, should

review existing mechanisms for compensation for victims of trafficking to ensure that

child victims are able to access compensation in an effective and timely manner,

including through:

> improved awareness of compensation mechanisms including the proposed new
statutory compensation scheme proposed for victims of crime;

> support forvictims in pursuing compensation claims including for pain and
suffering; and

> consideration of the potential role of dedicated compensation mechanisms for
trafficking victims, in line with international and previous Commission

recommendations.
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5. Prevention

(a) Strengthen cross-sector training on child trafficking and
exploitation

All stakeholders consistently emphasised the importance of training as a core

component of prevention efforts, particularly for professionals working with children

and vulnerable communities. Improved awareness of trafficking indicators among

frontline professionals can contribute to both prevention and early identification of

victims.

Training was highlighted at the research validation workshop as the key

recommendation and as urgently needed and vital to the functioning of the new NRM.

Training should be available to:

EN

social workers and child protection professionals;

educators and school staff;

healthcare professionals;

law enforcement officers;

youth workers and community organisations; and

relevant private sector professionals working in sectors likely to encounter child
victims or indicators of trafficking, including transport, hospitality, private

security and digital platforms.

Training programmes should address:

indicators of child trafficking and exploitation;

risks associated with ICT-facilitated recruitment and grooming;

the continuum between grooming, exploitation and trafficking;

the specific vulnerabilities of children in state care and migrant children; and

the functioning of the new NRM and referral processes and pathways.

Multi-disciplinary training initiatives should also be encouraged to facilitate cooperation

between all agencies and civil society involved in child protection and anti-trafficking

responses.

148



Child Trafficking and ICT-Facilitated Child Trafficking

It was suggested that a Training Sub-Committee be established under the NRM and NAP

to coordinate efforts for training of Competent Authorities and Trusted Partners.

The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, Department
of Education and Youth, the Department of Children, Disability and Equality, and the
Health Service Executive and Tusla, should:

> promote quality training for all professionals working with children;

> establishing such a sub-committee to oversee training;

> expand cross-sector training programmes on child trafficking and exploitation,

(b) Expand education and digital literacy initiatives for children

Given the increasing role of digital technologies in the recruitment and exploitation of
children, prevention strategies must include education and digital literacy initiatives
targeted at children and young people. Ireland has recently introduced online safety
modules in the primary school curriculum, which is a welcome development. However,
stakeholders emphasised the importance of ensuring that education on online safety,
grooming and exploitation is embedded within the education system in a sustained and
age-appropriate manner. International good practice demonstrates the value of
embedding media literacy and critical thinking skills within school curricula and

awareness campaigns from an early age.

The State, particularly the Department of Education and Youth and its agencies, should:

> expand the integration of digital safety, media literacy and online exploitation
awareness within school curricula, as well as for those not in formal education;

> provide teachers with the necessary training and educational resources to deliver
these programmes effectively; and

> ensure that education and awareness initiatives address the risks associated with

online grooming, recruitment and exploitation including for young children.
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(c) Support community-based prevention and awareness
initiatives

Stakeholders highlighted the important role played by community organisations, youth
services and civil society organisations in raising awareness of child trafficking and
exploitation and in supporting vulnerable children. Community-based initiatives are
often well positioned to reach at-risk children and families, particularly in areas where

children may be exposed to criminal exploitation or online grooming.

The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National
Coordinator, in partnership with An Garda Siochana, Department of Children, Disability
and Equality and Department of Education and Youth should continue to support
community-led prevention initiatives, including programmes delivered in:

> youth centres;

> community organisations; and

> local schools and educational settings.

Such initiatives should be designed to ensure that information about trafficking risks is

accessible and age-appropriate, particularly for children and young people.

(d) Ensure transparent and equitable funding for awareness-
raising initiatives

Stakeholders highlighted concerns regarding the transparency and accessibility of
funding for anti-trafficking awareness initiatives, including uncertainty regarding
application procedures and the allocation of funding. The Department of Justice, Home
Affairs and Migration as National Coordinator, plays an important role in funding and

supporting awareness-raising initiatives.

The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, should
strengthen prevention efforts and maximise the impact of awareness raising campaigns
by ensuring that:

> aclear and transparent application process is established for organisations seeking

annual or multi-annual funding for child trafficking awareness-raising initiatives;
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> information regarding funding opportunities is widely disseminated to civil society
organisations and community groups; and
> funding mechanisms support a diverse range of initiatives and organisations,

including those working directly with vulnerable communities.

(e) Strengthen measures to reduce vulnerability to child
trafficking

Prevention strategies should also focus on reducing the vulnerability of children who
may be at heightened risk of exploitation, including children in State care,
unaccompanied minors and children experiencing social or economic disadvantage.
Addressing vulnerability factors can significantly reduce the risk of children becoming

victims of trafficking or exploitation and the risk of re-trafficking.

The State, including the Department of Children, Disability and Equality, and Tusla

should:

> develop targeted prevention strategies for children in state care and childrenin
residential accommodation;

> ensure that risk assessments conducted by child protection services include
specific consideration of trafficking and exploitation risks; and

> strengthen cooperation between child protection services, community
organisations and law enforcement authorities in responding to children at risk of

exploitation.

(f) Strengthen efforts to reduce demand for exploitation

Reducing demand for the exploitation of trafficked persons remains an important
element of prevention strategies. Ireland has introduced a number of legislative
measures designed to address demand, including legislation criminalising the purchase
of sexual services and the grooming of children for criminal activities.

Addressing demand can contribute to reducing the incentives for traffickers and

exploiters.
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The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration and

Department of Education and Youth, should continue to evaluate the effectiveness of

these measures and consider additional awareness raising and educational initiatives

aimed at addressing demand for exploitation, including:

> public awareness campaigns highlighting the harms associated with exploitation
and trafficking; and

= initiatives aimed at discouraging the use of services linked to exploitation,

particularly where children may be involved.

(g) Strengthen prevention strategies addressing ICT-facilitated
exploitation

The increasing use of digital technologies by traffickers requires prevention strategies
that address the online dimension of trafficking and exploitation. Prevention strategies
should recognise that the digital environment has become a key space in which

traffickers identify, recruit and exploit children.

The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, Department

of Enterprise, Tourism and Employment and Department of Education and Youth in

collaboration with Coimisiun na Mean, should strengthen prevention initiatives

addressing ICT-facilitated child trafficking, including:

> awareness campaigns directed at parents, educators, children and young people
addressing online grooming and recruitment practices;

> collaboration with technology companies and online platforms to reduce risks to
children; and

> education initiatives promoting safe online behaviours and digital resilience among

children and young people.
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6. Partnerships

(a) Strengthen international cooperation in combatting child
trafficking

Trafficking in human beings frequently involves cross-border criminal networks, and
effective responses require strong cooperation between national authorities and
international partners. Stakeholders highlighted strong existing international
cooperation between police and prosecutors enhanced by Eurojust and Europol and
the importance of maintaining and strengthening cooperation with European and

international agencies involved in combatting trafficking and organised crime.

The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration and

particularly An Garda Siochana, and the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions,

should continue to strengthen international cooperation mechanisms relating to child

trafficking, including through:

> strong engagement with EU and international bodies involved in combatting
trafficking and organised crime;

> participation in Joint Investigation Teams and information sharing mechanisms
including via opting into EU Directives;

> enhanced cooperation with law enforcement and child protection authorities in
other jurisdictions; and

> information exchanges relating to ICT-facilitated recruitment and exploitation of

children, including emerging online trends and investigative techniques.

(b) Strengthen cross-border cooperation between Ireland and
Northern Ireland

Stakeholders highlighted the importance of cooperation between authorities in Ireland
and Northern Ireland, particularly in cases involving missing children, organised
criminal networks and cross-border movements of vulnerable children.

Stakeholders also emphasised the value of direct cooperation between civil society
organisations operating in Ireland and Northern Ireland, particularly those working with

children and migrant communities. Such cooperation can facilitate the sharing of
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expertise, the identification of cross-border risks and the development of coordinated

responses to child trafficking and exploitation.

The State, including An Garda Siochana, Tusla, the Department of Justice, Home Affairs

and Migration, and the Department of Children, Disability and Equality should continue

to strengthen cross-border cooperation mechanisms with relevant authorities in

Northern Ireland and the United Kingdom, including:

> information sharing relating to missing children and children at risk of exploitation;

> cooperation between law enforcement agencies in investigations involving
trafficking or organised criminal networks; and

> coordination between child protection services where vulnerable children move

between jurisdictions.

(c) Strengthen national multi-agency cooperation

Effective responses to child trafficking require strong cooperation between a wide range
of actors, including law enforcement, child protection services, Government
departments, independent agencies and civil society organisations. The new NRM
provides an opportunity to strengthen multi-agency coordination by bringing together

relevant authorities responsible for identifying and supporting victims of trafficking.

The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as

National Coordinator, should ensure that national coordination mechanisms:

> promote effective communication and information sharing between agencies;

> support multi-disciplinary responses to cases involving child trafficking and
exploitation; and

> facilitate the exchange of expertise between professionals working in different

sectors.

(d) Strengthen engagement with civil society organisations

Civil society organisations play an essential role in preventing trafficking, identifying

victims and providing support services to vulnerable children. Stakeholders highlighted
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the important contributions made by organisations working in areas such as child
protection, anti-trafficking, migrant support services and online safety.

These organisations often possess specialised expertise and are frequently among the
first actors to encounter vulnerable children or potential victims of exploitation. They
require adequate, accessible multi-annual resourcing.

Enhanced collaboration with civil society organisations can contribute to:

> improved identification of victims;
> more effective prevention initiatives; and

> stronger protection and support services for child victims.

The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration and the
Department of Children, Disability and Equality, should strengthen engagement with
civil society organisations, particularly those working in:

> child protection and safeguarding.

> combatting child trafficking and exploitation.

> support services for migrant and unaccompanied children.

> children’s online safety and digital protection.

(e) Ensure meaningful consultation with civil society, survivors
and experts in policy development

Stakeholders emphasised the importance of ensuring that civil society organisations
are meaningfully involved in the development and evaluation of anti-trafficking policies
and strategies. Meaningful and ethical consultation with survivors and civil society
organisations can help ensure that policy responses are informed by frontline

experience and emerging trends, including those relating to ICT-facilitated trafficking.

The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as
National Coordinator, should ensure that structured consultation mechanisms exist
and are sustained so as to facilitate engagement with civil society organisations working
in areas relevant to child trafficking and exploitation. This should include organisations

and experts that are not formally represented in the new NRM including those with
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expertise in combatting child trafficking and those working in child protection, migrant
support services and children’s online safety, given the increasing role of digital

technologies in trafficking and exploitation.

(f) Strengthen partnerships with the private sector to address
online exploitation

Given the increasing role of digital technologies in the recruitment and exploitation of
children, partnerships with the private sector, particularly technology companies and

online platforms, are an important component of prevention and protection strategies.

The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as

National Coordinator, working in collaboration with Coimisiun na Mean and other

relevant Government departments, should strengthen engagement with relevant private

sector actors to address risks associated with ICT-facilitated child trafficking, including:

> cooperation with online platforms to identify and respond to exploitative content
and grooming behaviour;

> engagement with technology companies to improve online safety measures for
children; and

> engagement with industry initiatives aimed at addressing online exploitation and

abuse.

7. Data collection and evidence-based policy

(a) Strengthen national data collection on child trafficking

Reliable and comprehensive data is essential to understanding the scale, nature and
trends of child trafficking and to developing effective prevention and protection
strategies. Stakeholders noted that the relatively low number of officially identified child
victims in Ireland may reflect under-identification rather than a low incidence of
trafficking. There is an opportunity under the new NRM to enhance data collection of
presumed and identified child victims. Improved data collection in compliance with
GDPR will assist policymakers in developing more targeted and effective responses to

child trafficking and exploitation.
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The State including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National
Coordinator, and the relevant Government departments and statutory bodies
(particularly those bodies engaged in the new NRM) should strengthen national data
collection systems relating to trafficking, including child trafficking, ensuring that data
collection mechanisms are fully GDPR compliant. In line with the amended EU
Directive, this should capture information on:

> the number of child victims referred;

> the number of child victims subsequently formally identified;

> the type of exploitation involved;

> the gender, nationality and age of child victims; and

> outcomes relating to investigations, prosecutions and child victim supports.

(b) Ensure trafficking for sexual exploitation is consistently
recorded as child trafficking

Stakeholders raised concerns regarding the classification of certain cases involving
sexual exploitation of children, noting that such cases may be recorded as child sexual
exploitation rather than as trafficking offences where trafficking indicators may be
present. While child sexual exploitation and trafficking are distinct offences, trafficking
may occur where a child has been recruited, harboured or received for the purpose of
exploitation, including sexual exploitation. Improving the accuracy of data in this area is

important for understanding the true prevalence of child trafficking in Ireland.

The State, coordinated by the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as
National Coordinator, working with the Department of Children, Disability and Equality,
Tusla, the Health Service Executive, and other relevant Government departments and
statutory bodies, should ensure that data collection systems allow for the accurate
identification and recording of child trafficking cases, including those involving sexual
exploitation. Clear guidance should be provided to relevant authorities to ensure that
cases meeting the legal definition of trafficking are recorded accordingly, rather than

solely under broader categories of child sexual exploitation.
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(c) Collect data on both presumed and formally identified
victims

The new NRM will introduce a distinction between presumed victims and formally
identified victims of trafficking, which reflects international practice and may assistin
improving early identification of victims. Collecting data on presumed victims, whether
they enter into the NRM or not, will help provide a more accurate picture of trafficking
trends and will allow policymakers to better understand the scale of potential

victimisation, even in cases where formal identification has not yet occurred.

The State, led by the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National
Coordinator, should ensure that national data systems capture information relating to

both presumed and confirmed victims of trafficking, including child victims.

(d) Resource and establish clear responsibility for the
collection and analysis of trafficking data

Stakeholders highlighted the importance of ensuring that responsibility for data
collection and analysis is clearly assigned within the national anti-trafficking
framework. A centralised and GDPR compliant approach to data collection would
support greater consistency, transparency and comparability and protection of

trafficking data including with other jurisdictions.

The State, led by the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National
Coordinator should consider assigning responsibility for collecting, analysing and
publishing data on child trafficking to an appropriate body within the new NRM

framework.

(e) Strengthen research and monitoring relating to child
trafficking

Stakeholders highlighted the importance of developing a stronger evidence base
relating to child trafficking and exploitation in Ireland, including emerging risks linked to

digital technologies. Improved data collection in compliance with GDPR will assist
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policymakers in developing more targeted and effective responses to child trafficking
and exploitation.

Research has been commissioned by the National Coordinator and the Ombudsman
for Children Office, but further strengthening the evidence base will assist
policymakers, practitioners and researchers in developing more effective strategies to

prevent trafficking and support child victims.

The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National
Coordinator, should support further research examining:

> the extent and nature of child trafficking in ireland;

> patterns of child criminal exploitation;

> vulnerabilities among children in state care or migration contexts;

> how State care can be strengthened; and

> the growing role of ICT-facilitated recruitment and exploitation.

(f) Support monitoring and evaluation of national anti-
trafficking policies

Effective anti-trafficking responses require ongoing monitoring and evaluation of
policies and programmes. The NAP includes provisions for periodic review, which
provide an opportunity to assess progress in addressing child trafficking.

Regular evaluation of policies and programmes and updating of the NAP, will help
ensure that Ireland’s response to child trafficking remains evidence-based and

responsive to emerging trends.

The State, led by the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National
Coordinator, should ensure that monitoring and evaluation mechanisms include
specific consideration of child trafficking and ICT-facilitated exploitation, including:
> prevention initiatives;

> victim identification mechanisms; and

> support services for child victims.
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8. Conclusion

This research highlights both the complexity and urgency of addressing child trafficking
and ICT-facilitated child trafficking in Ireland. While important legislative, policy and
operational developments have taken place in recent years, significant challenges
remain, particularly in relation to child protection, the identification of, and supports to,
child victims, the under-recognition of Irish children as victims, and the growing impact
of digital technologies on recruitment and exploitation.

A central finding of this report is that child trafficking and ICT-facilitated child trafficking
is likely substantially under-identified in Ireland. This is influenced by a combination of
factors, including misunderstandings of the legal definition of child trafficking, a
historical focus on migration-related cases, and the absence of a fully resourced and
effective multi-agency National Referral Mechanism. At the same time, the research
underscores that certain forms of exploitation, in particular child trafficking for sexual
exploitation (including ICT-facilitated exploitation) and child trafficking for criminal
exploitation, represent key areas of concern.

The report sets out a comprehensive suite of recommendations across the areas of
legislative reform, identification, protection, prosecution, prevention, partnerships and
data collection. Taken together, these recommendations provide a clear and actionable
roadmap to strengthen Ireland’s response. Central to this is the need to operationalise
the new National Referral Mechanism with a strong and clear child-specific focus,
rooted in child protection and providing access to a full range of appropriate support
services. Other priority areas are the need to ensure consistent application of the legal
definition of child trafficking, and investment in training, awareness raising, and digital
literacy to address emerging risks in the online environment. Stakeholders placed
particular emphasis on the need for training of all actors involved in the national
response to child trafficking.

Future potential areas for consideration for research and policy attention include child
trafficking for sexual exploitation, including ICT-facilitated grooming, recruitment and
exploitation, and child trafficking for criminal exploitation, particularly in the context of

drug distribution networks.
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Strengthened information, data collection and research on the protection of vulnerable
and at-risk children is also needed, particularly for unaccompanied minors, children in
State care and other at-risk groups.

Importantly, the findings also point to strong foundations on which to build.
Stakeholders demonstrated a high level of engagement, expertise and commitment to
improving national responses to child trafficking. Positive developments such as the
statutory footing of the National Referral Mechanism, increased focus on online safety,
and examples of national and international good practice provide a basis for meaningful
progress.

With sustained commitment, coordination and investment, Ireland is well positioned to
strengthen its systems for identifying and protecting child victims, to respond effectively
to evolving forms of exploitation, and to ensure that all children, regardless of their

background are safeguarded from trafficking and exploitation.
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Annex 1. Child Trafficking Factsheet

What is child trafficking?

Definition of child trafficking

Child trafficking is the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a
child for the purpose of exploitation.**? A child is defined as any person under 18 years
of age.**® Child trafficking is a serious criminal offence and a grave violation of a child’s

human rights.

Key elements of child trafficking

Child trafficking Adult trafficking
> recruitment, transfer, Act
transportation, harbouring
or receipt Means

> exploitation Purpose
(exploitation types, among others, include
sexual exploitation, labour exploitation,
exploitation of criminal activities)

No means, such as threat or use of force, coercion, deception or abuse of the power or
a position of vulnerability or payments, are required for the crime of child trafficking.

The elements of child trafficking differ to those of trafficking in adults. The elements of
child trafficking are the act (recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt)
and the purpose (exploitation).

The crime of trafficking in adult human beings requires an act, a means and a
purpose.®* No means, such as threats, coercion or bribes, are required for the crime of

child trafficking, but this does not mean that these things do not occur to child victims.

42 United Nations, General Assembly Resolution 55/25, 14 November 2000, Protocol to Prevent,
Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United
Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (Palermo Protocol), Article 3(a), (c)&(d).

453 ibid Article 3(d).

454 ibid Art 3(a) “Trafficking in persons” shall mean the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or
receipt of persons (act), by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction,
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Human trafficking, including child trafficking, does not require any movement. A child
can be trafficked without ever leaving their home or community. The recruitment of a

child for an exploitative purpose is sufficient to constitute the crime of child trafficking.

What are the forms of child trafficking in Ireland?

Children are trafficked for the purpose of exploitation.

This exploitation can take various forms including, but not limited to:

> sexual exploitation;

> criminal exploitation;

> labour exploitation (including domestic servitude and forced begging);
> organremoval;

> forced marriage;

> illegal adoption; and

> exploitation of surrogacy (where the surrogate is a child).

Child trafficking for sexual exploitation is criminalised under the Child Trafficking and
Pornography Act 1998,4° and labour exploitation and organ removal are trafficking
crimes under the Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) Act 2008.%¢ The Criminal Law
(Human Trafficking) (Amendment) Act 2013 expanded the forms of child exploitation to
include trafficking for forced criminality and forced begging.**’ The EU’s Anti-Trafficking
legislation was amended in 2024, adding specific new trafficking offences of surrogacy,
forced marriage and illegal adoption. The Directive also identifies children as especially
vulnerable to trafficking and strengthens Member States responsibilities to address

child trafficking.4°®

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.

485 Child Trafficking and Pornography Act 1998, s3.

4% Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) Act 2008, s1-4.

47 Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) (Amendment) Act 2013, s1.

458 Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims,
Arts 2(1), 2(3),2(5) & 2(6).
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In Ireland, sexual exploitation is the most commonly identified form of child trafficking,
but there is increasing concern among stakeholders regarding criminal exploitation,
(particularly involving children in drug-related activities) and the risks to children of ICT-
facilitated trafficking, grooming and exploitation. Child victims of trafficking for labour

exploitation have also been identified in Ireland.

How are child victims of trafficking identified?

Currently suspected child victims of trafficking are referred to An Garda Siochana for
formalidentification. The Administrative Immigration Arrangements**® set out the
process that applies to victims who do not have permission to reside in the State.

In July 2024, a new National Referral Mechanism (NRM) was placed on a statutory
footing for the first time.*®° However as of May 2026 this has not been commenced. The
NRM will allow for the referral and formal identification of child victims by Tusla, and
other State agencies (Competent Authorities) and civil society organisations (Trusted
Partners) who will form part of the new Operational Committee.*! Although there is no
statutory child-specific NRM, provision is made for guidelines on child-specific
procedures for identification and support of child victims and presumed child victims of
human trafficking to be issued.*®? However these procedures and the operational
guidance required under the Act have not been issued.

Under the amended EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, Member States are required to have
an NRM and should promote or offer regular and specialised training to professionals
likely to come into contact with children, to detect and identify them as victims.

Key challenges relating to the identification of child victims of trafficking include:

> low awareness and understanding of child trafficking among the public and
professionals working with children;
> confusion between trafficking, exploitation and grooming;

2> over-reliance on immigration-based identification systems;

459 Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform (2011) Administrative Immigration Arrangements for
the Protection of Victims of Trafficking.

460 Criminal Law (Sexual Offences and Human Trafficking) Act 2024, Part 3.

481 ibid, Part 3, Section 22.

462 ibid, Part 3, Section 23(1)(iv).
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> failure to recognise Irish children as potential victims; and
> children being treated as offenders rather than victims, particularly in cases of

criminal exploitation.

Improving identification is critical to ensuring that children receive appropriate

protection and support.

How widespread is child trafficking in Ireland?

As child trafficking is a hidden crime, it is often under-reported and under-identified. It is
generally accepted that the number of children who are victims of trafficking is higher

than low official figures.

Number of child victims

Numbers of children identified as victims of trafficking in Ireland are low by international

standards.

Number of child victims identified in 2020 to 2025

2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

No child victims of trafficking were identified in 2020 and 2021. However, humbers have

increased in recent years. Five child victims were identified each year in 2022 and 2023
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with 10 child victims identified in 2024.4¢* 18 child victims of trafficking were officially
identified in 2025.464

Type of exploitation and gender breakdown

A total of 38 child victims of trafficking were identified from 2022 to 2025. The gender
breakdown of the child victims from 2022 to 2024 was 80% girls and 20% boys. The
types of exploitation and gender breakdown include: trafficking for sexual exploitation
(65%), predominantly affecting girls, trafficking for criminal exploitation (20%), affecting
equal numbers of boys and girls, and trafficking for labour exploitation (15%), affecting

both genders.*6®

Child victims 2022 to 2024 - types of exploitation and gender breakdown

Trafficking for
sexual
exploitation

65%

Trafficking for
criminal 20%
exploitation
Trafficking for
labour 15%

exploitation

B cirts M boys

While no gender or exploitation breakdown is available for 2025, it is understood that
there were cases of sexual exploitation, labour exploitation in nail bars and car washes,

forced criminality and forced begging.

483 |rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human
Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human
Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking
in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round, p8.

464 Hyman Trafficking Dail Eireann Debate, Tuesday - 24 February 2026.

465 ibid.
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Nationality of child victims

To date child victims of trafficking have been identified mainly through the immigration
system and none of the recently identified victims are Irish children. The failure to
identify Irish or Irish resident child victims has attracted national and international
criticism and does not alignh with UK or EU statistics which indicate that approximately

80% of child victims are nationals of and suffer exploitation within their own country.%¢

Trafficking and exploitation risk factors

While it is possible for any child to become a victim of trafficking or exploitation, a
number of factors and circumstances mean that some children are more at risk than
others.

The European Commission®” highlights the following risk factors:

> migration, particularly for unaccompanied minors;

2 childrenin residential care or other institutions;

> poverty;

> social exclusion;

2> low education levels;

> members of a minority ethnic group;

2 having a disability;

> suffering discrimination;

> gender (with girls and boys often vulnerable to different forms of exploitation);
and

> unsupervised access to the internet.

485 Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner & ECPAT UK (2025), Child Trafficking in the UK 2024: A
snapshot, p8 and European Commission (2025), Report from the Commission to the European
Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the
Regions on the progress made in the European Union in combating trafficking in human beings (Fifth
Report), p6.

467 European Commission (2021), Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the
Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the EU
Strategy on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings 2021- 2025, Com(2021) 171 final (EU Strategy on
Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings), paras 1, 4.3 & 5 and Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European
Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and
combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims, Recital 7.
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Research highlights particular concerns regarding children:

in care being targeted for sexual exploitation;
being groomed into criminal activity, sometimes by peers or family members;
and

going missing from care and being exploited across jurisdictions.

How are children recruited?

Some examples of how children can become victims of trafficking are:

EN

by grooming (in person or online via social media or gaming platforms);
by their family or relatives;

by their peers;

by coercion, debt bondage and control; and

while migrating into Ireland or travelling within Ireland.

Trafficking often involves manipulation and control, rather than overt force. In many

cases, children may not recognise themselves as victims.

Supports and services to child victims

A child-centred approach should be taken by all persons dealing with child victims of

trafficking where a child’s best interests are the primary concern and they are treated as

full rights holders. Child victims of trafficking are entitled to a range of supports from

State agencies. Supports include:

->

9

->

9

social workers — provided by Tusla;

psychological and health supports — provided by the HSE;

education - provided by the department of education;

accommodation and care;

legal assistance — provided by the legal aid board;

investigative Child Specialist Interviewers- provided by An Garda Siochana; and

In-trial supports — special measures such as intermediaries and video testimony.
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What are the signs that a child might be a victim of
trafficking?

Children are unlikely to self-identify as victims of trafficking. There are signs and

vulnerabilities that may present.

An Garda Siochana lists a range of potential indicators that a child might be a victim of

trafficking.46®

For example, the child might:

EN

have no access to their parents or guardians;

look intimidated and behave in a way that is not typical of children their age;
have no friends of their own age;

have no access to education;

have no time for playing;

live apart from other children and in substandard accommodations;

eat apart from other members of the ‘family’;

be given only leftovers to eat;

be engaged in work that is not suitable for children;

travel unaccompanied by adults; and

travel in groups with persons who are not relatives.

An Garda Siochana note that other physical indicators that a child might have been

trafficked are the:*%°

presence of child-sized clothing typically worn for doing manual or sex work;
presence of toys, beds and children’s clothing in inappropriate places such as
factories;

claim made by an adult that he or she has “found” an unaccompanied child;
finding of unaccompanied children carrying telephone numbers for calling taxis;
and

discovery of cases involving illegal adoption.

48An Garda Siochana, Blue Blindfold: https://www.blueblindfold.ie/child-trafficking/ .

489 jbid.
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Early identification depends on awareness among professionals, communities and
families.

MECPATHS*? highlight that while there is no single indicator that a child is a victim of
trafficking, generally it is a combination of behavioural, physical and social and

indicators:

> Physical Appearance: Signs of physical abuse, neglect, or lack of age-
appropriate clothing.

> Personality/Mood Changes: The child appears anxious, fearful, depressed,
withdrawn, or has significantly changed in temperament.

> Control/Isolation: The child seems dominated by another person, has no access
to a mobile phone or internet, is constantly monitored, or is escorted
everywhere.

> Runaway Behaviour: A history of running away, going missing from home, or
expressing fear of returning home.

> Sexualised Behaviour: Using sexual language inappropriate for their age or
presenting with early/unwanted pregnancy.

> Markings: Possessing tattoos or other marks that may indicate ‘ownership’.

> Family Involvement: A child may come from a community where ‘honour’ or
forced marriage is embedded, or they may announce an engagement to a
stranger.

> Educationallssues: Noticeable absenteeism, sudden drop in performance, or
removal from school.

> Isolation: Becoming estranged from family or friends.

> Unusual Travel: Talking about family holidays abroad while appearing anxious or

not returning from a visit to a country of origin.

470 MECPATHS, Child Trafficking Indicators, Know it, See it, Say it: https://mecpaths.com/wp-
content/uploads/2023/09/MECPATHS _Indicator-Booklet 2023c.pdf
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Dispelling common misconceptions about child
trafficking

Child trafficking:

2> happensinlreland;

> happens to girls and boys;

2 can happento lrish children living in Ireland and abroad;

> occurs regardless of the ‘consent’ of a child;

2> is aform of child exploitation but not all child exploitation is child trafficking;
> is notthe same as smuggling which involves illegal entry into a country; and

> does not require movement within Ireland or any cross-border or international

travel.

Key challenges
This research highlights several key challenges in Ireland’s response:

> Under-identification of child victims, including Irish children;

> lack of a fully operational child-specific NRM or child-specific procedures with
significant impacts from a child rights perspective;

> gapsintraining and awareness across sectors;

2> increasingrisks linked to ICT-facilitated exploitation;

2> issues with child protection and supports, including potential targeting of
children in state care and facilities;

2> insufficient recognition of criminal exploitation as trafficking; and

2> weaknesses in data collection and evidence.

Key priorities
To strengthen Ireland’s response, key priorities include:

2 improving identification systems, including for children living in Ireland;
> fully operationalising the National Referral Mechanism with a child-specific

approach for identification, protection and supports;
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> expanding training and awareness raising across all sectors;

> strengthening responses to ICT-facilitated trafficking;

> enhancing protection, supports and services for child victims;
2 improving data collection and research; and

> strengthening multi-agency, national and international cooperation.

Conclusion

Child trafficking in Ireland remains a serious but under-recognised issue. While progress
has been made, significant gaps remain in the identification, protection and prevention
of child trafficking. Ireland has strengthened obligations in regard to addressing child
trafficking under the amended EU Anti-Trafficking Directive 2024.

At the same time, there are strong foundations forimprovement. With the introduction
of a statutory National Referral Mechanism, increased awareness of digital risks, and
growing engagement across sectors, Ireland is well positioned to strengthen its
response.

A coordinated, child-centred and evidence-based approach which includes education
and training will be essential to ensuring that all children are protected from trafficking

and exploitation, both offline and online.
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Annex 2. ICT-Facilitated child trafficking factsheet

What is ICT-facilitated child trafficking?

ICT-facilitated child trafficking occurs when information and communication
technologies (ICT) are used at any point in the trafficking of a person under 18 years of
age, for example in the recruitment, transfer, harbouring or receipt of the child for the
purposes of exploitation, or in their exploitation.*”" ICT can be used to monitor and
control victims and for the creation and distribution of child sexual abuse material. ICT
can include social media, messaging platforms, online gaming and digital tools.
ICT-facilitated trafficking is not a separate legal category of trafficking, but rather a way
in which trafficking, particularly the recruitment and sexual exploitation of child victims,
is carried out. As with all forms of child trafficking, movement is not required, and the
online recruitment of a child for the purpose of exploitation is sufficient to constitute an
offence. Under the amended EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, the use of ICT to disseminate

sexual images or videos of the victim, is to be considered an aggravating offence.*”?

Why is ICT-facilitated trafficking a growing concern?

Digital technologies have significantly transformed how traffickers operate.
International organisations, including the Organization for Security and Co-operation in
Europe (OSCE), have highlighted how traffickers now only require basic digital tools to
identify and exploit victims.*3

International evidence indicates that ICT has accelerated and increased trafficking

activity, allowing perpetrators to cast a wide net rather than targeting individual victims

471 United Nations, General Assembly Resolution 55/25, 14 November 2000, Protocol to Prevent,
Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United
Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (Palermo Protocol), Art 3(c). The recruitment,
transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a child for the purpose of exploitation shall be
considered “trafficking in persons” even if this does not involve any of the means set forth in
subparagraph (a) of this article; (d) “Child” shall mean any person under eighteen years of age.

472 Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims.
(Amended EU Anti-Trafficking Directive), Recital 10.

473 Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2024), Policy action to address technology-
facilitated trafficking in human beings Report of the regional consultations led in 2023 by the OSCE’s
Office of the Special Representative and Co-ordinator for Combating Trafficking in Human Beings, p7.
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over time, as organised crime groups have rapidly adapted to make use of and exploit
developments in digital technology.*’* The delayed recognition at policy and operational
level of the scale and impact of ICT in facilitating child trafficking in Ireland and across
Europe has also been cited as a concern.*’s

The internet and technology enables:

> rapid, large-scale recruitment of children;
2 increased anonymity for perpetrators;
> continuous access to children in private spaces; and

> greater capacity to manipulate and control victims remotely.

Legal and policy context

The amended EU Anti-Trafficking Directive reflects the growing importance of ICT in the
response to trafficking and the online grooming and exploitation of children.

It provides that:

> the use of ICT in trafficking offences, specifically in the distribution of sexual
images of a trafficked person, including child victims, should be treated as an
aggravating factor in sentencing;*’

2> member states must ensure that law enforcement and prosecutors have the
necessary technical capacity digital skills and expertise;*’” and

> prevention measures should include digital literacy, awareness raising and

education.*’®

474 See for example: Organization for Cooperation and Security in Europe (2024), New Frontiers: The Use
of Generative Artificial Intelligence to Facilitate Trafficking In Persons, Policy Brief, November 2024,
Organization for Cooperation and Security in Europe (2024), New Frontiers: The Use of Generative
Artificial Intelligence to Facilitate Trafficking In Persons, Policy Brief, November 2024.

475 See for example: Organization for Security and Co-operation Organization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe (2020), Leveraging Innovation to Fight Trafficking in Human Beings: A Comprehensive
Analysis of Technology Tools, Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of
13 June 2024 amending Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings
and protecting its victims. (Amended EU Anti-Trafficking Directive).

476 Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims,
Art 4(3)(b).

477 ibid, Art 9(3).

478 ibid, Art 18(1) & 18a.
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The Directive also introduces provisions relating to the liability of, and sanctions on,
legal persons, which encompasses technology companies.*”®

Concerns exist as to whether existing legislative frameworks in Ireland adequately
capture ICT-facilitated recruitment and grooming for trafficking purposes. Concerns
also arise in relation to the need for new legislation and adequate enforcement of
existing legislation including in relation to recommender algorithms and age-

appropriate content.*e°

How are children targeted online?

Examples of how children may be targeted and recruited include in the course of their
use of social media, and through messaging apps, gaming platforms and Al-driven
tools. Recruitment often begins through grooming, which can now be done online. ICT
has altered this process significantly, enabling grooming to become faster, more
scalable and can escalate quickly.

Social media and online gaming platforms were identified as key environments for
recruitment, with younger children particularly at risk through interactive gaming
environments. Research suggests that children are frequently contacted by unknown
individuals through online games and social media platforms, with some forms of

exploitation beginning, and occurring, within these digital environments.*®!

Forms of ICT-facilitated exploitation

ICT is used across multiple forms of trafficking, including sexual exploitation, criminal
exploitation and labour exploitation but can also be used to facilitate the grooming of
children for any form of exploitation. International data and stakeholder experience

indicates that ICT-facilitated trafficking is particularly associated with child sexual

47% ibid, Arts 5 & 6.

480 See for example: Department of Health (2025), Online Health Taskforce Final Report, Online Health
and Rights for Ireland’s Children and Young People, p25. Also Irish Council for Civil Liberties (2024), Tech
companies will not save our kids: ICCL speaks at Oireachtas Children’s Committee and Children’s Rights
Alliance (2025), Online Safety Monitor 2025.

481 See for example: CyberSafeKids (2025), ‘A Life Behind The Screens: Uncovering the Realities of a
Digital Childhood’, Trend and Usage Report Academic Year 2024-2025, Organization for Cooperation and
Security in Europe (2024), New Frontiers: The Use of Generative Artificial Intelligence to Facilitate
Trafficking In Persons, Policy Brief, November 2024.
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exploitation and child criminal exploitation, including recruitment into drug distribution

networks.482

Why are children particularly vulnerable?

Children are particularly vulnerable due to unsupervised internet use, limited
awareness of risks and their age. The OSCE highlights that children’s engagement with
online platforms significantly increases exposure to traffickers.*

A key concern is low awareness among children and parents of online risks.*®* Many
children have limited awareness of trafficking, grooming and exploitation, and often do
not recognise the risks or indicators of online exploitation. This lack of awareness can
extend to parents and guardians, further limiting opportunities for early intervention and

prevention.

Challenges in identification
ICT-facilitated trafficking presents significant challenges to identification because:

> exploitation occurs in private digital environments;
> children may not be aware that they are being groomed and exploited;
> children may not disclose abuse to parents, adults or law enforcement; and

> evidence may be difficult to access.

Investigation and prosecution challenges

ICT-facilitated trafficking introduces complex investigative challenges, including cross-

border evidence and digital forensics. The European Commission has emphasised the

482 See for example: Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024), Trafficking in Human Beings in
Ireland Third Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p288 referencing UK
County Lines phenomenon and Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2023) Trafficking in Human
Beings in Ireland: Second Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, p201-
242, Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (2020), Leveraging Innovation to Fight
Trafficking in Human Beings: A Comprehensive Analysis of Technology Tools and RTE News, 27
November 2025, Senior cyber crime garda warns of ‘alarming’ scale of child grooming within games.

483 Organization for Cooperation and Security in Europe (2024), New Frontiers: The Use of Generative
Artificial Intelligence to Facilitate Trafficking In Persons, Policy Brief, November 2024, p6.

484 See for example: CyberSafeKids (2025), Left to their own devices: The virtually unprotected lives of
kids in Ireland, Organization for Cooperation and Security in Europe (2024), New Frontiers: The Use of
Generative Artificial Intelligence to Facilitate Trafficking In Persons, Policy Brief, November 2024.

176


https://www.ihrec.ie/downloads/Trafficking-in-Human-Beings-in-Ireland-2023-4.pdf
https://www.ihrec.ie/downloads/Trafficking-in-Human-Beings-in-Ireland-2023-4.pdf
https://www.ihrec.ie/downloads/Trafficking-in-Human-Beings-in-Ireland.-Second-Evaluation-of-the-Implementationof-the-EU-Anti-Trafficking-Directive.pdf
https://www.ihrec.ie/downloads/Trafficking-in-Human-Beings-in-Ireland.-Second-Evaluation-of-the-Implementationof-the-EU-Anti-Trafficking-Directive.pdf
https://www.osce.org/sites/default/files/f/documents/9/6/455206_1.pdf
https://www.osce.org/sites/default/files/f/documents/9/6/455206_1.pdf
https://www.rte.ie/news/primetime/2025/1127/1546044-inside-roblox-investigation/
https://www.osce.org/sites/default/files/f/documents/7/d/579715.pdf
https://www.osce.org/sites/default/files/f/documents/7/d/579715.pdf
https://www.cybersafekids.ie/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/CSK-TU-Report-23-24-Final.pdf
https://www.cybersafekids.ie/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/CSK-TU-Report-23-24-Final.pdf
https://www.osce.org/sites/default/files/f/documents/7/d/579715.pdf
https://www.osce.org/sites/default/files/f/documents/7/d/579715.pdf

Child Trafficking and ICT-Facilitated Child Trafficking

need for specialised ICT training.*® Such training would improve capacity across law
enforcement and the judiciary and should involve integrating cybercrime expertise into

human trafficking investigations.

Prevention and awareness

The European Commission emphasises digital literacy as key to prevention.*
Increasing awareness among children themselves is critical to vulnerability reduction,
particularly in the context of ICT-facilitated grooming and recruitment. Education
should focus on recognising grooming, understanding risks and developing critical
thinking skills.

International good practice, such as the Finnish model which focuses on developing ICT
competence and online media safety skills in children from a very young age,*®” has
been praised for embedding these skills in education systems. Independent research
has highlighted how 72% of Finnish children reported that they would be able to identify

an offender trying to groom them online.*8®

The role of technology and emerging risks

The increasing use of generative Al represents a significant escalation in risk, enabling
traffickers to create realistic identities, automate aspects of grooming and engage with
children at scale.

CyberSafeKids highlights how increasing numbers of young children are now engaging

with Al chatbots.*® The OSCE has highlighted that technological developments,

485 Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims,
Art18(b).

4% Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending
Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims,
Art18(2).

487 Finnish National Agency for Education, National Core Curriculum Primary and Lower Secondary Basic
Education. Online media safety was extended to pre-school children in 2020 Finnish Arts and Culture
Agency, New Literacies Development Programme.

488 Council of Europe & ECPAT International (2023) Country Overview Finland - Ending Child Sexual Abuse
and Exploitation: State of Play in light of the Lanzarote Convention, p11.

489 CyberSafeKids (2025), ‘A Life Behind The Screens: Uncovering the Realities of a Digital Childhood”’,
Trend and Usage Report Academic Year 2024-2025, p28
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particularly Al, enable traffickers to create realistic false identities, overcome cultural

and other barriers, and operate with greater sophistication and reach.*%°

The role of the private sector

Technology companies play a central role in the fight against ICT-facilitated grooming
and exploitation. Concerns surrounding ICT-facilitated grooming of children include

platform design, recommender algorithms and insufficient regulation.

Key challenges

2> rapid evolution of technology and Al;

2> limited regulation of digital platforms;

> gapsineducation, training and awareness, particularly among children and
parents;

> difficulties in identifying victims;

> cross-border nature of offences causing difficulties for law enforcement; and

> lack of data, research and knowledge in relation to ICT-facilitated grooming,

recruitment and exploitation.

The limited availability of data on ICT-facilitated child trafficking constrains evidence-

based policy responses and the ability to assess the scale and nature of the issue.

Key priorities

> strengthen digital literacy and education;

> expand training for frontline professionals;

> build specialised ICT investigative and prosecutorial capacity;

> enhance regulation and accountability of technology companies;
> improve identification of victims, including those exploited online;

> strengthen international cooperation; and

4% Organization for Cooperation and Security in Europe (2024), New Frontiers: The Use of Generative
Artificial Intelligence to Facilitate Trafficking In Persons, Policy Brief, November 2024, p17.
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> improve data collection and research

Conclusion

ICT-facilitated child trafficking represents a significant and rapidly evolving challenge.
Digital technologies have transformed how trafficking occurs, increasing the scale,
speed and reach of exploitation, often without the need for physical contact. There have
been delays in recognising and understanding the impact of ICT and there are growing
concerns regarding increasingly sophisticated methods of exploitation, including the
use of Al. At the same time, data on ICT-facilitated trafficking remains limited,
constraining effective policy responses.

ICT-facilitated trafficking is closely linked to prevalent forms of exploitation in Ireland,
particularly sexual exploitation and criminal exploitation, and may contribute to the
under-identification of child victims, including Irish children.

Strengthening the response will require a more coordinated and forward-looking
approach, including improved digital literacy, enhanced investigative capacity, stronger
regulation of online platforms, and better data collection. A child-centred and digitally
informed response will be essential to effectively prevent and address ICT-facilitated

child trafficking.
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	Executive Summary 
	Child trafficking is a complex, evolving, and significantly under-recognised issue in Ireland, particularly in the context of increasing digitalisation. This report presents the findings of research examining Ireland’s response to child trafficking and ICT-facilitated child trafficking, with a particular focus on prevention, identification, protection and support for child victims. The research draws on desk-based analysis and stakeholder interviews. 
	1
	1
	1 The research draws on desk-based analysis and stakeholder interviews across government, law enforcement, civil society and international organisations. The findings and recommendations were further refined through a stakeholder validation process. 
	1 The research draws on desk-based analysis and stakeholder interviews across government, law enforcement, civil society and international organisations. The findings and recommendations were further refined through a stakeholder validation process. 



	Our research found that child trafficking remains significantly under-identified in Ireland, including among Irish children. Stakeholders consistently raised such concerns, including that children experiencing exploitation are too often being overlooked, misidentified or treated primarily through criminal justice or child protection lenses rather than as potential victims of trafficking. 
	The current scale of under-identification, combined with the rapid evolution of online-enabled exploitation, requires urgent and sustained action across State and frontline services. 
	While legislative and policy frameworks have developed in recent years, serious challenges remain in ensuring that systems are fully effective in identifying and protecting child victims. These include delays in operationalising the statutory National Referral Mechanism (NRM), inconsistent understanding of the legal definition of child trafficking, and limited capacity to identify newer and emerging forms of exploitation such as criminal exploitation and ICT-facilitated grooming, recruitment and control.  
	The research highlights the growing role of digital technologies in facilitating child trafficking and exploitation. Social media platforms, online communication tools and gaming environments are increasingly being used to target, groom, recruit and exploit children. These developments require a strengthened and coordinated response across prevention, investigation and regulation – the current response has not kept pace with the scale or complexity of these risks. 
	Our research also found clear and immediate opportunities for progress, particularly the importance of improved coordination across agencies, enhanced training and awareness, and a more child-centred and trauma-informed response. This report sets out practical recommendations for strengthening Ireland’s response to child trafficking, including ICT-facilitated exploitation. It calls for urgent action to improve prevention, identification, protection, and assistance systems.  
	Ultimately, the report provides a practical and evidence-based framework for a more coordinated, child-centred and future-focused response to child trafficking in Ireland. The key findings and priority recommendations, as identified through the research and validation process, are set out below. 
	Key Findings 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Child trafficking remains significantly under-identified. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. Misunderstandings of the legal definition of child trafficking may contribute to under-identification. 

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Implementation of the new statutory National Referral Mechanism is urgently needed. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Children involved in criminal activity may be victims of trafficking or exploitation but are not routinely being identified as such. 

	LI
	Lbl
	5. ICT-facilitated exploitation is a growing concern. 

	LI
	Lbl
	6. Children in State care and unaccompanied minors face heightened protection gaps and exploitation risks. 

	LI
	Lbl
	7. Child victims and at-risk children are not receiving adequate and specialised supports.  

	LI
	Lbl
	8. Training, awareness raising and multi-disciplinary cooperation are critical to improving responses. 


	  
	Main Recommendations 
	Below is the summary list of recommendations.  
	Detailed and full recommendations are at the end of this report.  
	1. Legislative Reform 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	(a) Ensure full and timely transposition of Directive (EU) 2024/1712 

	LI
	Lbl
	(b) Ensure consistent application of definition of child trafficking 

	LI
	Lbl
	(c) Consolidate child trafficking offences within a coherent legislative framework 

	LI
	Lbl
	(d) Strengthen legislative safeguards for child victims of criminal exploitation 

	LI
	Lbl
	(e) Review legislative responses to ICT-facilitated child trafficking 


	 
	2. Identification of Child Victims and the National Referral Mechanism 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	(a) Operationalise the statutory NRM without further delay 

	LI
	Lbl
	(b) Establish a statutory child-specific NRM or a child-specific pathway within the NRM 

	LI
	Lbl
	(c) Establish a national focal point for child victims of trafficking 

	LI
	Lbl
	(d) Provide specialised training for all bodies participating in the NRM 

	LI
	Lbl
	(e) Introduce clear timelines and accountability mechanisms within the NRM 

	LI
	Lbl
	(f) Strengthen the role of statutory child protection services in identification 


	 
	3. Supports and Services for Child Victims 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	(a) Ensure child victims have immediate access to specialised, child sensitive protection and supports 

	LI
	Lbl
	(b) Strengthen the role and resourcing of child protection services 

	LI
	Lbl
	(c) Expand and ensure quality of multi-disciplinary child protection models, such as the Barnahus model 

	LI
	Lbl
	(d) Strengthen victim identification and support through the ‘Social Path’ approach 

	LI
	Lbl
	(e) Review age assessment procedures to ensure child protection safeguards 

	LI
	Lbl
	(f) Develop specialised accommodation for child victims of trafficking 


	 
	4. Investigations and Prosecutions 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	(a) Strengthen specialised investigative capacity to address child trafficking 

	LI
	Lbl
	(b) Develop specialised capacity to investigate ICT-facilitated child trafficking 

	LI
	Lbl
	(c) Provide specialised training for investigators, prosecutors and the judiciary 

	LI
	Lbl
	(d) Ensure the consistent application of the non-punishment principle  

	LI
	Lbl
	(e) Review cases involving children convicted of offences where indicators of trafficking may have been present 

	LI
	Lbl
	(f) Strengthen protections for child victims during criminal proceedings 

	LI
	Lbl
	(g) Enable and ensure access to compensation for child victims of trafficking 


	 
	5. Prevention 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	(a) Strengthen cross-sector training on child trafficking and exploitation 

	LI
	Lbl
	(b) Expand education and digital literacy initiatives for children 

	LI
	Lbl
	(c) Support community-based prevention and awareness initiatives 

	LI
	Lbl
	(d) Ensure transparent and equitable State funding for awareness-raising initiatives 

	LI
	Lbl
	(e) Strengthen measures to reduce vulnerability to child trafficking 

	LI
	Lbl
	(f) Strengthen efforts to reduce demand for exploitation 

	LI
	Lbl
	(g) Strengthen prevention strategies addressing ICT-facilitated exploitation 


	 
	6. Partnerships 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	(a) Strengthen international cooperation in combatting child trafficking 

	LI
	Lbl
	(b) Strengthen cross-border cooperation between Ireland and Northern Ireland 

	LI
	Lbl
	(c) Strengthen national multi-agency cooperation 

	LI
	Lbl
	(d) Strengthen engagement with civil society organisations 

	LI
	Lbl
	(e) Ensure meaningful consultation with civil society in policy development 

	LI
	Lbl
	(f) Strengthen engagement with private sector to address online exploitation 


	 
	7. Data Collection and Evidence-Based Policy 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	(g) Strengthen national data collection on child trafficking 

	LI
	Lbl
	(h) Ensure trafficking for sexual exploitation is consistently recorded as child trafficking 

	LI
	Lbl
	(i) Collect data on both presumed and formally identified victims 

	LI
	Lbl
	(j) Establish clear responsibility for the collection, analysis and reporting of trafficking data 

	LI
	Lbl
	(k) Strengthen research and monitoring relating to child trafficking 

	LI
	Lbl
	(l) Support monitoring and evaluation of national anti-trafficking policies 

	 
	 
	 


	1. Introduction  
	The Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (the Commission/IHREC) is Ireland’s independent National Human Rights Institution and National Equality Body. We protect and promote equality and human rights in Ireland. 
	2
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	2 Established under the . 
	2 Established under the . 
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	We are also the Independent National Rapporteur on the Trafficking of Human Beings; the Independent Monitoring Mechanism for Ireland under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities; and are expected to be assigned the role of the Co-ordinating National Preventive Mechanism under the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture, pending ratification. Alongside Northern Ireland’s human rights and equality bodies, we have a mandate to consider and report on equality and ri
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	6 To be provided under the Inspection of Places of Detention Bill, when enacted. See . 
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	7 We work with the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission (NIHRC) in the Joint Committee, as set out in the Belfast Good Friday Agreement. Following the UK’s withdrawal from the EU, we also comprise the Article 2(1) Working Group of the Dedicated Mechanism, along with the NIHRC and the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland (ECNI). 
	7 We work with the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission (NIHRC) in the Joint Committee, as set out in the Belfast Good Friday Agreement. Following the UK’s withdrawal from the EU, we also comprise the Article 2(1) Working Group of the Dedicated Mechanism, along with the NIHRC and the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland (ECNI). 
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	Minister Calleary announces key milestone in the implementation of the EU regulation on 
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	We are mandated to keep under review the adequacy and effectiveness of law and practice in the State relating to the protection of equality and human rights; and to make recommendations to the Government in relation to the measures that we consider should be taken to strengthen, protect and uphold equality and human rights in the State. We assist public bodies with their statutory obligations under the Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty to have regard to the need to eliminate discrimination, 
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	promote equality and protect the human rights of their staff, customers, service users and everyone affected by their policies and plans.
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	Independent National Rapporteur on Trafficking of Human Beings 
	In 2020, pursuant to the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, IHREC was designated Independent National Rapporteur on Trafficking of Human Beings with the role of the assessment of trends in trafficking in human beings, the measuring of results of anti-trafficking actions, including the gathering of statistics in close cooperation with relevant civil society organisations active in this field, and reporting.  
	12
	12
	12Article 19 of the  
	12Article 19 of the  
	EU Anti-
	EU Anti-

	Trafficking Directive (2011/36/EU)
	Trafficking Directive (2011/36/EU)





	In our capacity as National Rapporteur, IHREC regularly reports to international bodies such as the European Commission and the Council of Europe Group of Experts on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings (‘GRETA’). We also prepare independent reports of State action and thematic reports on specific areas.  
	Child trafficking in Ireland, including ICT-facilitated child trafficking 
	The Irish State has committed to prioritising the identification and protection of victims of child trafficking, described by the European Commission as a: 
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	“severe form of human exploitation, violence against children, child abuse and violation of children’s rights’ which is ‘rapidly evolving and multi-faceted.”  
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	Children are particularly susceptible to becoming victims of trafficking in human beings (THB). This special vulnerability was recognised by the United Nations in 2000 in the 
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	Palermo Protocol which defined child trafficking as the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a child for the purpose of exploitation.
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	The definition of child trafficking is different to the adult definition. Trafficking of adults requires that there be an action, a means and a purpose. The means element is not required for persons under 18 years of age, in recognition of a child’s incapacity to consent. Neither adult trafficking nor child trafficking requires ‘movement’. For a child to be classed as a victim of trafficking it is sufficient that they be recruited for the purposes of exploitation. 
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	17, Art 3(a) ‘Trafficking in persons’ shall mean the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons (action), 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…….(b) The consent of a victim of trafficking in persons to 
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	All children can become victims of THB, and their risk has increased in recent years due to widespread access to the internet. A 2025 report by CyberSafeKids highlights that 94% of the children surveyed aged 8 to 12 years olds have a smart device, 83% of those children used these in their bedrooms, with more than three quarters using devices without parental supervision, which according to the United Nations Office of Drugs and Crime increases the risk of exposure to trafficking.  
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	The risk to children of ICT-facilitated trafficking has become a serious concern for governments and civil society organisations (CSOs), according to the Council of Europe’s Group of Experts on Trafficking in Human Beings (GRETA), as the internet, social media and online games are increasingly used by traffickers to recruit, exploit and control children.  
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	I always liken anti-human trafficking efforts to be similar to the efforts made over the last two decades when it comes to domestic violence. I think 20 years ago in Ireland, people were like, oh, it doesn’t happen here. We’re not going to talk about that. We’re certainly not going to acknowledge it will open up a whole can of worms. And I think that’s where we’re at with child criminal exploitation and with trafficking in this country. There’s just this reluctance to even speak about or acknowledge that it
	– Stakeholder 08 
	  
	2. Research aims, objectives and methodology 
	This research aims to map and assess the effectiveness of the Irish State’s response to child trafficking and ICT-facilitated child trafficking through desk research and stakeholder interviews. The research focused particularly on existing systems for identification, assistance and support services for child victims and children at risk of trafficking and exploitation, and on identifying and examining national or international good practice. The evaluation and key findings, which form the basis of this repo
	The research took a mixed methods approach which involved desk research and qualitative data collection. The desk research consisted of a review of relevant Irish, EU and international legislation and policies, existing research relating to child trafficking, and country reports on Irish State commitments and obligations in relation to child trafficking. This desk research assisted with the development of 20 interview questions, which were tailored to stakeholders. 
	Qualitative data was collected through 16 interviews with 22 stakeholders from various public bodies and European, international and civil society organisations, working to combat THB, child trafficking and child exploitation and to support child victims and at-risk children. The 22 stakeholders consisted of 13 Irish public officials working in the civil service or for independent statutory agencies; five representatives from civil society organisations; one from a research institution; one from an internat
	Interview questions for all stakeholders were designed to elicit their experience and knowledge of child trafficking and ICT-facilitated child trafficking, emerging areas of concern and good practice. Questions were open-ended and were loosely grouped under the four Ps – prevention, protection, prosecution and partnerships – with stakeholders encouraged to speak freely and/or to focus solely on their areas of specific expertise if they wished. Where illustrative quotes are used, they are not attributed. 
	Prior to commencing each interview, verbal consent was obtained for any recording and where this was consented to, stakeholders were advised that any recordings and transcripts were strictly for research purposes only and would not be shared publicly. As noted, all stakeholder responses have been anonymised in this report. 
	  
	3. Child trafficking data 
	Inadequate data collection of the scale of THB and forms of child exploitation has been identified as an area of concern by the Commission. 
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	Irish and European statistics 
	The Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission, the European Commission, the Council of Europe and the US Department of State TIPS reports have all flagged the low numbers of child victims identified as a key weakness in Ireland’s efforts to combat and prevent child trafficking.  
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	The Commission has previously noted serious concerns regarding identification and protection of child victims and children at risk in Ireland.  
	  
	Figure
	No child victims of THB were identified in 2020 and 2021. In 2022 and 2023, five child victims were identified each year, with 10 identified in 2024. Of the 20 identified child victims from 2022 to 2024, 13 were cases of trafficking for sexual exploitation (TSE), the vast majority of whom were girls, less than five were trafficking for criminal activities (TCA), affecting equal numbers of boys and girls, and less than five were trafficking for labour exploitation (TLE), affecting girls slightly more than bo
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	In 2025, 18 child victims were identified. No detailed breakdown of gender, nationality or exploitation type is currently available, however, An Garda Síochána has advised that the large majority of child victims were identified via referral from the International Protection Office. They also confirmed that a lot of the child victims held the same nationality but none of them were Irish nationals, and that the types of exploitation included TSE, TLE and TCA. The 2025 figure represents an 80% increase from 2
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	Figure
	For the period 2022 to 2024, children accounted for just over 12% of all victims of THB identified in Ireland, and just under 16% of all victims in 2025. While the numbers of children identified as victims of THB has increased in recent years, the percentage, as the Commission has previously noted, remains lower than the EU average of 19% of identified victims, (previously almost 25%). It is also substantially lower than the United Kingdom (UK), our nearest neighbour, and another common law jurisdiction, wh
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	One reason suggested by the ESRI for the low numbers of child victims was the decision in 2017 of the Director of Public Prosecutions to reclassify some child victims of trafficking as child victims of sexual exploitation. However, the Commission has also posited that this also contributed to how child trafficking is defined in Irish law and has recommended that all child trafficking offences be contained in one piece of legislation. The issues with the current identification system are also well recognised
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	Although numbers of identified child victims in Ireland are low, the gender breakdown of victims by form of THB are in line with EU data, where the majority of children, primarily girls, are victims of TSE; but girls and boys are recorded as victims of THB of all types of exploitation including TCA, and TLE.  
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	Irish child victims 
	Ireland has attracted international and national criticism regarding its failure to identify Irish victims of THB. The Commission noted in its most recent report to GRETA that of the 10 child victims of trafficking identified in 2024, none were Irish nationals. Similarly in 2025, out of the 18 child victims who were identified, none of these were Irish children. 
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	The lack of identification of Irish children as victims of THB does not align with UK statistics where 78% of child victims are UK nationals, nor with EU statistics, where 81% of child victims were EU citizens with 88% suffering exploitation within their own country. The failure of Ireland to identify its own nationals as victims of THB is not unique, however. Recent research in Northern Ireland demonstrates very low numbers of Irish and UK national children identified as potential victims in Northern Irela
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	Identification of children under the new national referral mechanism 
	It is expected that, if fully operationalised and resourced, the new National Referral Mechanism (NRM) will result in an increase in the overall number of identified victims of THB. The Commission has expressed concern, however, that without child-specific pathways, with clear and effective identification, protection and assistance processes, the new NRM will not greatly assist in the identification of child victims. The Commission has also highlighted that an NRM is for identification, assistance and prote
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	At-risk children 
	While all children are considered vulnerable to THB, certain cohorts are particularly at risk. The European Commission notes how children in migration, particularly unaccompanied minors, and all children living in residential and closed-type 
	institutions, both during and after their placement, are particularly vulnerable to THB.
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	 The Commission has repeatedly highlighted the risk to children living in State care in Ireland, whether migrants or Irish nationals.
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	 Research by the Sexual Exploitation Research Institute (SERP) illustrates the risks to children in State residential care of becoming victims of sexual exploitation and prostitution and the organised nature of this exploitation by gangs and networks of predatory men.
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	Medical professionals working in the area of child sexual abuse are in a key position to identify children who are suspected to be victims of trafficking for sexual exploitation, including Irish national victims. The Laurels Clinic at Children’s Health Ireland (CHI) is the paediatric medical service in the east of the country (covering all of Leinster as well as Cavan and Monaghan) that is available to children and young people when a concern or disclosure of child sexual abuse or sexual assault has been ra
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	50 The Laurels Clinic uses validated screening tools to identify victims and document their findings. An internal Laurels Clinic report, shared with IHREC in the course of this research, indicated almost all potential victims were Irish nationals and almost all were under the care of Tusla, with a history of running away from care placements for days at a time. A copy of the report was provided to the Commission and has not been published.  
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	The Child Law Project, in a report covering judicial proceedings relating to children in care over the period 2021-2024, also highlighted its concerns in relation to nine suspected child victims of trafficking and exploitation noting that, in some instances there were fears that the children were being sexually or criminally exploited; that the care placements were inadequate and insufficient to address the risks; and that children had unrestricted access to their phone and the internet. In one case, a susp
	51
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	suitable accommodation was available in Ireland.
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	 The report also highlights serious concerns regarding the situation of, and care provisions for, unaccompanied minors due to the absence of any clear legal obligations on Tusla under the Child Care Act 1991.
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	53 p55. 
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	 It refers to legal proceedings relating to unaccompanied girls who arrived in Ireland fleeing forced child marriage, child victims of trafficking, and of being forced to join a militia group.
	54
	54
	54. 
	54. 
	ibid
	ibid




	 

	The European Commission details how a number of other factors increase children’s risk of exploitation such as gender, poverty, social exclusion, discrimination, low education levels, membership of an ethnic minority or other marginalised group, or having a disability. It also notes how any child who has access to the internet is also at an increased risk of becoming a victim of THB. Although not focused solely on children’s risk to THB, the Ombudsman for Children Office (OCO) commenced a Young Lives at Ris
	55
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	55European Commission (2021),  (EU Strategy on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings), paras 1 & 5. Regarding gender, the European Commission highlights that girls appear, in some respects, to be more vulnerable to THB than boys, given that the majority of child victims in the EU are victims of THB for sexual exploitation. 
	55European Commission (2021),  (EU Strategy on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings), paras 1 & 5. Regarding gender, the European Commission highlights that girls appear, in some respects, to be more vulnerable to THB than boys, given that the majority of child victims in the EU are victims of THB for sexual exploitation. 
	Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the EU Strategy on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings 2021- 2025,
	Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the EU Strategy on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings 2021- 2025,
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	57Ombudsman for Children Office,  Fashioned on the UK’s Commission for Young Lives project, the OCO research will focus on the experience of children as young as 10 who are exposed to family breakdown, poverty, educational exclusion, care involvement, addiction, homelessness, mental health crises and criminal and sexual exploitation. The project involves extensive consultation with children and aims to ensure successful early intervention, prevention, trauma-informed practice, and long-term, comprehensive s
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	4. Child trafficking law and policy 
	The Irish State’s response to child trafficking, ICT-facilitated child trafficking and the exploitation of children, is underpinned by a range of international conventions, European Union law and Irish legislation, policies and strategies. 
	Law 
	International conventions 
	Ireland is a signatory to a number of international and European conventions and protocols which have relevance to child trafficking. The Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children (Palermo Protocol) was adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2000 to supplement the UN Convention Against Transnational Organised Crime. The Palermo Protocol was the first international legally binding instrument to define THB and promote global coordination to combat THB while r
	58
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	58United Nations, General Assembly Resolution 55/25, 14 November 2000, . 
	58United Nations, General Assembly Resolution 55/25, 14 November 2000, . 
	Protocol to Prevent, Suppress 
	Protocol to Prevent, Suppress 
	and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations 
	Convention against Transnational Organized Crime

	 (Palermo Protocol)
	 (Palermo Protocol)
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	59United Nations, General Assembly Resolution 55/25, 8 January 2001, . 
	59United Nations, General Assembly Resolution 55/25, 8 January 2001, . 
	United Nations Convention 
	United Nations Convention 
	Against Transnational Organized Crime
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	60United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, . 
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	The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child enshrines the principle of the best interests of the child into international law and has been ratified by Ireland. Its Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography has not yet been ratified by Ireland as of May 2026. 
	61
	61
	61United Nations, General Assembly, Resolution 44/25, 20 November 1989,, Article 3 and United Nations, General Assembly, 25 May 2000 ; . 
	61United Nations, General Assembly, Resolution 44/25, 20 November 1989,, Article 3 and United Nations, General Assembly, 25 May 2000 ; . 
	 UN Convention on Rights of 
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	the Child

	Optional Protocol to the 
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	Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography
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	At European regional level, the Council of Europe Convention on Action Against Trafficking in Human Beings contains specific provisions in relation to the protection of children and reducing their vulnerability to THB; special identification and protection measures for children and unaccompanied children including a presumption of minority; commitments to acting in the best interests of the child, protecting children’s identity; provides a right to access education, accommodation and healthcare; and for 
	trafficking offences against a child to be considered aggravating circumstances in prosecutions and sentencing.
	62
	62
	62Council of Europe, European Treaty Series, No. 197, 16 May 2005, , Arts 5(3), 5(5), 10(1), 10(3), 11(2), 12(7) 24, 28(3). 
	62Council of Europe, European Treaty Series, No. 197, 16 May 2005, , Arts 5(3), 5(5), 10(1), 10(3), 11(2), 12(7) 24, 28(3). 
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	Ireland is also a party to the Council of Europe Convention on the Protection of Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse (Lanzarote Convention). Ireland has signed but not yet fully ratified the Council of Europe Convention on Cybercrime (Budapest Convention) which aims to improve international criminal cooperation between States and private industry against cybercrime which includes ICT-facilitated trafficking. 
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	63Council of Europe, European Treaty Series, No 201, 25 October 2007,(Lanzarote Convention). 
	63Council of Europe, European Treaty Series, No 201, 25 October 2007,(Lanzarote Convention). 
	 Convention on the Protection of 
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	Parliamentary Question 684, 
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	65Council of Europe, European Treaty Series No.185, 23 November 2001, , Preamble. 
	65Council of Europe, European Treaty Series No.185, 23 November 2001, , Preamble. 
	Convention on Cybercrime 
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	(Budapest Convention)





	European Union law 
	Directive 2011/36/EU was previously the main EU legal instrument to address THB which the Commission considered in its First and Second Evaluation Reports. In June 2024, this Directive was amended by Directive (EU) 2024/1712 (amended Directive) which Ireland was due to transpose by 15 July 2026. The provisions of particular relevance to child trafficking and ICT-facilitated trafficking are outlined below. 
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	Directive 2011/36/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 5 April 2011 on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims and replacing Council Framework Decision 2002/629/JHAT
	Directive 2011/36/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 5 April 2011 on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims and replacing Council Framework Decision 2002/629/JHAT
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	Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Evaluation 
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	Directive 2011/36/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 5 April 2011 on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims and replacing Council Framework Decision 2002/629/JHAT
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	The definition of child trafficking in the amended Directive, adopted from the Palermo Protocol, remains unchanged; however, new THB offences of surrogacy, forced marriage and illegal adoption are included.  
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	The amended Directive aligns with the Victims Directive and Charter of Fundamental Rights, requiring that Member States ensure that the best interests of the child is a primary consideration, and that a victim-centred approach is adopted with children treated as full rightsholders. It provides for children’s perspectives and capacity to be taken into account and prescribes child-friendly prevention measures, child-sensitive investigations and prosecutions and that protection supports like accommodation be s
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	70 (Victims ‘Directive). 
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	Directive 2012/29/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 25 October 2012 establishing minimum standards on the rights, support and protection of victims of crime, and replacing Council Framework Decision 2001/220/JHA
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	72 (Amended EU Anti-Trafficking Directive) Recital 17. 
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	Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims
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	The amended Directive contains new provisions in relation to the identification of and assistance to victims, and NRMs. NRMs must be placed on an administrative or statutory footing and Member States must establish minimum standards for the early detection of victims and a cross-border referral focal point. International protection applications can be progressed in tandem with entry into an NRM. All presumed and identified child victims must be provided with specialised assistance including appropriate acco
	74
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	74, Arts 11 (1), (2), (3) & (4). 
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	(27 January 2026) Rapid Response Study on National Referral Mechanisms and related focal points 
	(27 May 2026) National Referral Mechanisms (NRMs) in the EU: Mapping, Analysis and Further Guidance. 



	With regard to the prevention of ICT-facilitated trafficking, Member States should conduct education, training and awareness-raising campaigns, with a specific focus on the online dimension of THB, to reduce demand and should promote digital skills to 
	reduce the risk to vulnerable groups such as children.
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	 From a criminal justice perspective, Member States must ensure that investigators and prosecutors have appropriate skills and expertise to examine ICT-facilitated THB crimes and should consider creating specialised units.
	80
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	 At sentencing, the use of ICT to distribute sexual images should be considered an aggravating factor.
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	81, Art 4(2)(a) &(d) & 4(3)(b). 
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	 There are new provisions in relation to the liability of, and sanctions for, legal persons which will also apply to ICT companies.
	82
	82
	82, Arts 5 & 6. 
	82, Arts 5 & 6. 
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	The Directive contains four articles which relate expressly to children. Article 13 outlines the general principles for responses to child victims including the presumption of minority and the provision of assistance, protection and support. Individual assessments must be undertaken to determine assistance and support which must take into account a child’s special circumstances, their views and needs, to secure long-term solutions and their safe transition into adulthood. Supports should also include suppor
	83
	83
	83The presumption of minority was outlined in  Recital 22 notes that ‘Where the age of a person subject to trafficking is uncertain, and there are reasons to believe it is less than 18 years, that person should be presumed to be a child and receive immediate assistance, support and protection’ noting that all Member States should ensure that ‘specific assistance, support and protective measures are available to child victims’ and that  such ‘measures should be provided in the best interests of the child and
	83The presumption of minority was outlined in  Recital 22 notes that ‘Where the age of a person subject to trafficking is uncertain, and there are reasons to believe it is less than 18 years, that person should be presumed to be a child and receive immediate assistance, support and protection’ noting that all Member States should ensure that ‘specific assistance, support and protective measures are available to child victims’ and that  such ‘measures should be provided in the best interests of the child and
	Directive 2011/36/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 5 April 2011 on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims, and replacing Council Framework Decision 2002/629/JHAT
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	Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims
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	For children with no parents or inadequate parental support, a guardian must be appointed as soon as a child victim has been identified and a new guardian can be appointed if a conflict of interest arises. To enhance protections during the criminal justice process, child victims are entitled to early and free legal counselling and representation, anonymity and child-specific measures during interview and at trial. 
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	88, Art 15(1)-(5) Access to legal counselling and representation should be ‘without delay’ which would suggest that this be provided as soon as possible after a child has been identified as a potential victim of 
	88, Art 15(1)-(5) Access to legal counselling and representation should be ‘without delay’ which would suggest that this be provided as soon as possible after a child has been identified as a potential victim of 
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	Article 16 provides additional protections for unaccompanied minors, a particularly vulnerable group.
	89
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	89, Art 16. 
	89, Art 16. 
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	THB in keeping with Directive’s provisions related to early and proactive identification of child victims under Art 11. 
	THB in keeping with Directive’s provisions related to early and proactive identification of child victims under Art 11. 

	Other provisions of general relevance to child trafficking, include that Members States: apply the non-punishment principle to victims who may have been forced to commit criminal or unlawful acts as a result of their exploitation; criminalise persons who knowingly use the services of a victim of THB; allow for extra-territorial prosecutions; and consider establishing a national compensation fund for THB victims.  
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	90, Arts 8, 10, 17 & 18a (1). 
	90, Arts 8, 10, 17 & 18a (1). 
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	Irish legislation 
	Ireland has a range of legislation relating to THB and child exploitation, child protection and child victims.  
	The Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) Act 2008 criminalises trafficking for labour exploitation (TLE) and organ removal; the trafficking of adults for sexual exploitation (TSE) and amends the Child Trafficking and Pornography Act 1998 provisions relating to child TSE, TLE or organ removal.  
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	91, s3. 
	91, s3. 
	Child Trafficking and Pornography Act 1998
	Child Trafficking and Pornography Act 1998
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	92, s1-4. 
	Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) Act 2008
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	The Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) (Amendment) Act 2013 expands the forms of exploitation to include trafficking for criminal activities (TCA) and forced begging. It amends the Criminal Evidence Act 1992 to allow for pre-recorded video evidence for all under 18s to be used in court. The Criminal Justice (Public Order) Act 2011 criminalises organised begging.  
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	93, s1. 
	Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) (Amendment) Act 2013
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	Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) (Amendment) Act 2013
	Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) (Amendment) Act 2013




	96
	96
	96, s5. 
	96, s5. 
	Criminal Law (Public Order) Act 2011
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	The Domestic Violence Act 2018 creates the offence of forced marriage. The offence of trafficking for forced marriage is expected to be transposed into national law separately, in line with the amended Directive. 
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	Criminal Law (Sexual Offences, Domestic Violence and International Instruments) Bill 2025
	Criminal Law (Sexual Offences, Domestic Violence and International Instruments) Bill 2025

	,
	,

	 General 
	 General 
	Scheme





	The Criminal Law (Sexual Offences and Human Trafficking) Act 2024 provided for a new statutory NRM but the relevant Part has not yet been commenced as of June 2026. It provides the legal basis for the new Operational Committee which will comprise Competent Authorities (Government departments, state agencies and independent statutory agencies) and Trusted Partners (CSOs). Its functions will include the identification of victims and the provision of assistance and services to presumed and identified victims o
	99
	99
	99,Part 3. 
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	Criminal Law (Sexual Offences and Human Trafficking) Act 2024
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	Other relevant legislation includes:  
	→
	→
	→
	 The Criminal Justice (Engagement of Children in Criminal Activity) Act 2024 criminalises the coercion or attempted coercion of children to engage in crime. The Health (Assisted Human Reproduction) Act 2024 bans the provision of assisted human reproduction treatment to any child. 
	102
	102
	102. 
	102. 
	Criminal Justice (Engagement of Children in Criminal Activity) Act 2024
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	Health (Assisted Human Reproduction Act) 2024
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	→
	→
	 The Child Trafficking and Child Pornography Act 1998, as amended by the Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act 2017, contains offences in relation to the sexual exploitation of children and using ICT to facilitate exploitation. The State have proposed a further amendment to the Act which would replace references to ‘child pornography’ to ‘child sexual abuse material’ and ‘pornographic performance’ to ‘child sexual abuse performance’.  
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	104, s8. 
	Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act 2017
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	Criminal Law (Sexual Offences, Domestic Violence and International Instruments) Bill 2025, General 
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	→
	→
	 The Online Safety and Media Regulation Act 2022, compels the regulator, Coimisiún na Meán, to have regard for the protection of, and harm to, children when specifying harmful online content.  
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	106, s139B(4)(c) &5(c). 
	106, s139B(4)(c) &5(c). 
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	→
	→
	 The Digital Safety Act (DSA) is a set of EU rules that are applicable in Ireland, regulating online services with the main goal to create a safer digital space. 
	107
	107
	107 European Commission (22 September 2025)  
	107 European Commission (22 September 2025)  
	The Digital Services Act: keeping us safe online
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	Accompanying guidance regarding the protection of children under the Act has also been published by the European Commission. 
	Accompanying guidance regarding the protection of children under the Act has also been published by the European Commission. 
	108
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	108 European Commission (14 July 2025) ‘  
	108 European Commission (14 July 2025) ‘  
	Guidelines on the protection of minors under the DSA to ensure 
	Guidelines on the protection of minors under the DSA to ensure 
	a safe online experience for children and young people.’






	→
	→
	 The Children First Act 2015, and its accompanying national guidance (which is currently under review) contains child protection provisions in relation to Tusla, the Child and Family Agency, and other service providers, including to act in the best interests of the child; undertake risk assessments and produce safeguarding statements; mandatory reporting; and to safeguard children from harm which is defined as ill-treatment affecting health, welfare or development and sexual abuse.  
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	109  Source: Tusla 2026. 
	109  Source: Tusla 2026. 
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	110, s2, s7, s10, s11 & s14. 
	110, s2, s7, s10, s11 & s14. 
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	→
	→
	 The Child Care Act 1991 provides for children in State care and requires that child welfare is paramount, that children’s views be considered in decision-making and for making emergency care, interim care, care and supervision orders.  
	111
	111
	111, s13, s17-19 & s24. 
	111, s13, s17-19 & s24. 
	Child Care Act 1991
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	→
	→
	 International Protection Act 2026 which implements the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum has introduced changes in how unaccompanied minors are treated on arrival in Ireland including in relation to age assessment procedures.  
	112
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	112. 
	112. 
	EU Pact on Migration and Asylum
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	→
	→
	 Proposed legislation in the area of child protection includes the Child Care (Amendment) Bill 2025.  
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	Child Care (Amendment) Bill 2025
	Child Care (Amendment) Bill 2025






	→
	→
	 The Criminal Justice (Victims of Crime) Act 2017 which establishes minimum standards on the rights, support and protection of victims of crime has some special provisions for children. These include the assumption that all children have protection needs and the need to assess the benefit of special measures; the requirement to operate in the best interests of the child taking into account their views and those of parents/guardians; and the presumption of minority. It 
	115
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	Criminal Justice (Victims of Crime) Act 2017
	Criminal Justice (Victims of Crime) Act 2017
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	provides for children without a parent or guardian to be accompanied during criminal proceedings by an appropriate person and notes the need to prevent secondary victimisation. 
	provides for children without a parent or guardian to be accompanied during criminal proceedings by an appropriate person and notes the need to prevent secondary victimisation. 
	117
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	→
	→
	 Section 42 of the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014 establishes that public bodies, in the performance of their functions, are required to have regard to the need to eliminate discrimination; promote equality of opportunity and treatment of its staff and the persons to whom it provides services; and to protect the human rights of members, staff and persons to whom they provide services. 
	118
	118
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	118   
	Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014, s. 42(1)
	Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014, s. 42(1)


	IHREC Website .  
	Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty
	Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty







	Legal definition of child trafficking 
	Child trafficking is defined as the: 
	“recruitment, transportation, harbouring or receipt of a child for the purposes of exploitation.”  
	119
	119
	119United Nations, General Assembly Resolution 55/25, 14 November 2000, , Article 3(c). 
	119United Nations, General Assembly Resolution 55/25, 14 November 2000, , Article 3(c). 
	Protocol to Prevent, 
	Protocol to Prevent, 
	Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United 
	Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (Palermo Protocol)





	Despite the addition of different forms of exploitation to international, European Union and Irish law, the basic legal definition of child trafficking remains the same, requiring an action and an exploitative purpose only.  
	The OSCE makes a number of important points regarding child trafficking. It notes that, although child trafficking does not require a means element (such as threats, coercion, violence, abduction or deception, which is necessary for an adult to be considered a victim of trafficking), child victims may often experience these things. It also clarifies that child trafficking does not require any form of movement, whether internal in a country or cross-border travel and it is sufficient that a child has been re
	120
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	120Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2018), , p. 19. 
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	Child Trafficking and Child Protection: 
	Child Trafficking and Child Protection: 
	Ensuring that Child Protection Mechanisms Protect the Rights and Meet the Needs of Child Victims of 
	Human Trafficking
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	present, notes the OSCE, simply recruiting or transporting children does not constitute child trafficking, nor are migrant children, who travel to seek to earn a living, victims of trafficking,
	122
	122
	122. 
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	ibid
	ibid




	 however they may still require special attention and possibly assistance to mitigate the risk of exploitation. 

	Policies, strategies and action plans 
	European strategies 
	The EU Strategy on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings 2021-2025 informs the EU response to THB and is linked to the EU Strategy on Organised Crime 2021-2025. The Strategy outlines a range of key actions for the EU and Member States to progress to improve prevention, protection and prosecution of THB, which is a priority for the EU. It notes the key role that legislation plays in coordinating the EU wide response and highlights how, despite progress, measures to prevent child trafficking and support chil
	123
	123
	123European Commission (2021),  (EU Strategy on Combating Trafficking in Human Beings). The next Strategy is currently being prepared and expected to be finalised in late 2026. 
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	The new EU strategy on combatting trafficking in human beings 2026-2030 is scheduled to be launched in October 2026. 
	Irish strategies, plans, guidelines and codes 
	The National Action Plan to Prevent and Combat Human Trafficking 2023-2027 (NAP) is the third plan that the State has published to inform the national THB response. The NAP commits to keeping a number of measures relating to THB and child trafficking under continuous review, for the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration to conduct a mid-term evaluation of the plan by the end of 2025, and to update it if necessary, and for an external final review to be commenced by quarter 2 of 2027. Despite the
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	The NAP aims to complement the new NRM and contains a number of child-specific measures to support prevention and prosecutions of child trafficking and the protection of child victims, a stated Government priority. 
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	The new statutory NRM will replace the current system which is reportedly underpinned by guidance, administrative arrangements, and operational procedures including the 2015 Guidance and Procedures for Assisting Victims of Human Trafficking. The 
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	Administrative Immigration Arrangements for the Protection of Victims of Trafficking (AIA) is the current administrative document for foreign national victims of THB, including children, in need of immigration provisions and provides guidance on immigration permissions, makes provision for temporary residence permissions and a 60-day rest and recovery period, which can be extended for child victims .
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	 The sole authority for the formal identification of victims of THB rests with An Garda Síochána.
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	Other key national policies and procedures which inform elements of the response to child trafficking victims are: the Children First Guidance which supports the Children First Act 2015; the Victim’s Charter and Supporting a Victim’s Journey, which relates to victims and vulnerable witnesses in sexual violence cases, which complement the Criminal Justice (Victims of Crime) Act 2017; and Tusla’s National After Care Policy which details procedures for children who are exiting State care. Tusla also operates a
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	Coimisiún na Meán has published an Online Safety Code, which relates to video sharing platforms, as part of its online Safety Framework, which supports the Regulator in its duty to protect the public, in particular, children from harmful online content and online exploitation and abuse. 
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	5. Ireland’s response to child trafficking and ICT-facilitated child trafficking 
	International good practice in combatting THB should address prevention, protection, prosecution and partnerships. This approach has been used to structure efforts under the NAP. It is applied to the findings and recommendations here such that the responses to child trafficking are considered with reference to prevention, protection, prosecution and partnerships. 
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	Prevention  
	Training 
	The European Commission identifies training as a key area of action in which investment is required to address THB. All stakeholders referenced the need for training in their interviews. Training, they felt, was inextricably linked to awareness raising, and should be provided to any public and private professionals working with children, and parents and children themselves. Stakeholders suggested that training should be somewhat tailored to the trainees and range from general and basic training on child tra
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	Training to improve identification 
	All stakeholders interviewed highlighted how training would help professionals to view situations through a trafficking lens and is therefore linked to improved identification of child victims and that this capacity building would be key to the success of the new NRM. One stakeholder suggested the establishment of a Training Sub-Committee under 
	the new NRM as a way to strategically coordinate and standardise training efforts for Competent Authorities and Trusted Partners and to steer more general national training efforts for persons in contact with children including youth and community groups. 

	When the identification piece moves to a wider range of people, there’s the risk that there won’t be complete engagement from those stakeholders. It depends on training and resourcing. 
	 – Stakeholder 16 
	 
	The new panel that’s going to make up these people assessing, are they going to be trained? Like, it’s one thing to tick boxes and say they meet the threshold of the Delphi indicators but a more knowledgeable person with correct training might ask other questions. 
	 – Stakeholder 22 
	Specialised ICT training for law enforcement 
	Under the amended Directive training must be provided or facilitated by Member States to build the specialised capacity of police, prosecutors and the judiciary. The US Department of State highlights the increased use of ICT by traffickers and the need for law enforcement training on digital tools.  
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	Training could include, for example, training on the elements of THB, different forms of exploitation, investigative and prosecutorial skills, transnational cooperation, and the use of ICT in THB. A number of stakeholders strongly advocated for increased investment in training for all professionals involved in investigations and prosecutions into THB, particularly the need to build ICT skills capacity and learn from good practice in other jurisdictions. 
	We’ve been taking the UK experience and asking them to join us on those trainings to show how they’ve prosecuted. We’re trying to focus on advanced technologies and building capacity, particularly of investigators in how to collect 
	digital evidence, what to look for, how to safeguard the victims, how to identify them, how to investigate technology-facilitated trafficking. 

	 – Stakeholder 10 
	Training for all police on human trafficking indicators 
	The European Commission notes that training for police should extend to police with other specialisms to ensure early detection of child victims. This view was shared by law enforcement and other stakeholders interviewed as important to ensure the correct investigative approach. 
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	Awareness and training is a key piece, it’s not that easy, not every guard is a good investigator, not every prosecutor is a good prosecutor. I think a lot don’t realise or understand the human trafficking legislation.  
	– Stakeholder 22 
	 
	Sometimes it can be difficult enough to get some guards who come across cases and don’t see the exploitation element. That could be a training gap, actually, and it attracts a different level of investigation.  
	– Stakeholder 11 
	Training for the judiciary 
	The US Department of State acknowledges recent improvements in training criminal justice frontline professionals and new Garda recruits but notes that any training undertaken did not include the judiciary. The Commission noted in its most recent report to GRETA that while members of the judiciary have received training on avoidance of the re-traumatisation of vulnerable witnesses and coercive control, no information was available on general or specialised THB training for the judiciary or 
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	other criminal justice professionals such as prosecutors.
	154
	154
	154 Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), , pp132 & 133. 
	154 Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2025), , pp132 & 133. 
	Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human 
	Ireland’s Actions Against Trafficking in Human 
	Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human 
	Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking 
	in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round




	 Stakeholders with experience of the trial process stressed the importance of training of judges, prosecutors and the defence, noting that online training for judges and prosecutors in the EU was available from the European Judicial Training Network. 

	The European Judicial Training Network has great training courses online and everybody gets to learn from each other’s systems. Prosecutors and judges should take that up more. I think judges need more awareness of child-specific trafficking indicators and training, not just in dealing with children, but also court rules, and laying down court rules, and dealing with difficult defence. 
	 – Stakeholder 13 
	Training for legal professionals to identify trends and patterns 
	Some of these stakeholders also noted how appropriate training for legal professionals, including internal information sharing with colleagues whose focus is not on trafficking, raises awareness and can help professionals to recognise trends and patterns in child trafficking. 
	The key is training for prosecutors and judicial authorities on recognising patterns in case files. 
	 – Stakeholder 13 
	 
	It’s something that we’ve raised in internal training with colleagues in other departments as well to see if they encounter those kinds of patterns. 
	 – Stakeholder 09 
	Training for any professionals working with children 
	GRETA notes that for frontline service providers, such as social workers, education and healthcare professionals, who may encounter child victims, training should ensure 
	awareness of the special vulnerabilities of child victims and incorporate information on children’s rights and specific protection needs during the criminal process.
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	The Commission noted in its most recent report to GRETA, that there have been substantial efforts in recent years by Tusla, in collaboration with a child trafficking specialist CSO, MECPATHS, to train Tusla child protection practitioners, including the Separated Children Seeking International Protection team (SCSIP), and private providers in relation to child trafficking. These training efforts by Tusla were commended by a number of stakeholders from the public and CSO sector, however many also stressed the
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	Tusla are incredibly important as they are in a key position to engage with children at an early stage. They have been building up more training models, they’re very active but there is still more work to do in that area.  
	– Stakeholder 01 
	The need for cross- and multisectoral training on child trafficking indicators and scenario-based training for those dealing with at-risk children and child victims, was mentioned by stakeholders as integral in prevention efforts. It was viewed as particularly important to recognise child criminal exploitation and child trafficking for criminal activities. 
	They could do some child trafficking indicators and scenario-based training or something with judges, prosecutors, police, child protection NGOs and other professionals. That kind of training would be a good thing.  
	– Stakeholder 13 
	 
	The need for cross-sectoral training and awareness is so essential, because ideally that child needs to be picked up by social services, youth workers, people in the community, teachers, whoever it might be before they reach the point where the police arrest them. 
	 – Stakeholder 03 
	Awareness raising 
	The NAP includes a commitment to keep Government websites up to date and to fund awareness raising campaigns for the public and hard to reach victims and communities. However, it contains no specific commitment to deliver such campaigns in relation to child trafficking or ICT-facilitated child trafficking.  
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	Digital literacy campaigns 
	Under the amended Directive, Member States are obliged to take appropriate measures such as education programmes and awareness-raising campaigns, in a child-friendly and gender-sensitive way, to reduce the risk of THB. Campaigns and programmes should encompass digital literacy skills and be conducted in conjunction with CSOs and the private sector. The OSCE suggests that one way to counteract this danger is to provide children with digital skills and educate their parents regarding the dangers of unsupervis
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	Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking 
	Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking 
	in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round



	Digital literacy and online safety in schools 
	Many stakeholders noted the roles of schools in awareness-raising initiatives regarding child trafficking and online safety. The need for stronger digital and media literacy is a key concern. As one stakeholder noted, all children, regardless of their background, migration and socio-economic status, need to be equipped to navigate an increasingly online world and parents need to be aware of the risks to their children of being online, particularly if this is unsupervised. Sustained investment and strong nat
	If they’re being recruited on those games or online, it’s usually done behind closed doors. If you give your child access to the internet, you give the internet access to your child.  
	– Stakeholder 06 
	There was particularly strong support from CSOs who deliver training, and public sector professionals working with children, for awareness-raising initiatives around child trafficking and the online exploitation of children, for children, parents and teachers. The recent announcement that online safety modules, co-developed by Coimisiún na Meán and the Department of Education and Skills, are to be included in the primary school curriculum has been welcomed, but more remains to be done. Many spoke about embe
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	What we’re saying to the Government is that they should be embedding this into the curriculum. Fostering critical thinking skills across the board is vitally important for children growing up in the digital age.  
	– Stakeholder 02 
	 
	  
	I’ve said it to the Minister for Education, we are way behind in terms of educating our children. One thing I was speaking about is the Finnish model of education. From primary school they teach them about critical analysis thinking, misinformation, how to spot it. We’re very slow and it’ll take time. We’ll have to train the teachers, develop the teacher training, then the curriculum, but it should be on the radar. 
	 – Stakeholder 17 
	International good practice – Finnish online media safety curriculum 
	In 2014, Finland incorporated online media safety into its national education system with digital and media literacy, ICT competence, online safety and critical thinking embedded as transversal competencies into the Finnish National Core Curriculum for primary and secondary schools. The policy aims to ensure that all citizens including children develop resilience and strong media literacy skills to assess online content. In 2020 the ‘New Literacies’ development programme extended online safety education to 
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	Awareness raising in communities 
	Stakeholders believed that schools were a good location to deliver training on child trafficking and child exploitation but that such training should also be given by trafficking and child trafficking specialists in youth and community settings. Some stakeholders noted how members of An Garda Síochána Human Trafficking Investigation and Coordination Unit were very involved in raising community awareness but did not have the resources to deliver training in every community. A number of stakeholders highlight
	You need to be talking about these issues in secondary schools and in community and youth centres. It’s a societal problem. There are experts within the community that can be empowered, that can be funded. Everybody needs to be on board when we are talking about awareness raising. You need to be bringing in experts to speak about these issues in youth centres, in secondary schools, primary schools. There are ways of teaching the children and making it digestible for their age even at primary level. 
	 – Stakeholder 14 
	 
	There are a lot of very good community-led Garda interventions out in communities around us. Like the schools have the Garda talk on drugs. They go in and they say, don’t do drugs. They go in and they say, you don’t drink and drive. They go in and say, put on your seatbelt, wait for the green man. But where’s the piece around guard yourself from potential exploitation?  
	– Stakeholder 21  
	Awareness raising for children via games 
	The OSCE highlights how technology and the internet provide excellent opportunities to raise public awareness about THB and how online interactive games are being harnessed to raise awareness among children about THB.  
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	One stakeholder spoke about how games are a great way to raise sensitive topics with children and highlighted some good practices by various community groups. 
	There is a group in Ballymun and they, off their own bat, have developed a curriculum for fifth and sixth class students. Now, it’s a pioneering programme. They’ve gotten funding for it. And they have built this curriculum whereby it engages the kids in these conversations and they really open up. There’s also the really good initiative by Bradóg, the Monopoly board game that they’ve designed with all of the local place names. It’s about child criminal exploitation, and it really, through the game, and thro
	 – Stakeholder 08 
	Funding for awareness raising 
	The Commission has previously noted the recent campaigns by Government, State agencies and CSOs but restated its recommendation that multi-annual funding be provided to CSOs to conduct specialised campaigns. While it is positive that multi-annual funding is now available, that funding for anti-trafficking initiatives is provided under the Victims of Crime Fund, and that monies available have increased, this funding is not THB specific. Furthermore, no breakdown is available as to the processes for, and allo
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	funding for awareness raising to specialised CSOs was crucial and many highlighted that practices in this regard used to be more streamlined, organised and transparent and specific to anti-trafficking work. 

	Five years ago, there was a very clear process involved in the application for funding for anti-trafficking awareness raising education. There was an application that the Department of Justice sent out, usually around October. This hasn’t happened in the last three years, yet the money has been spent. There is no transparent system, yet we still see announcements of funding for anti-trafficking work.  
	– Stakeholder 21 
	Specialised awareness raising campaigns 
	Stakeholders noted that although general public awareness raising was important, targeted and strategic campaigns were also vital and should focus on all types of trafficking particularly child trafficking. 
	It’s not just about organisations being given funding. It’s about targeted awareness raising.  
	– Stakeholder 14 
	Vulnerability reduction 
	Specialised child-friendly campaigns, including for migrant children, are of particular importance to raise awareness among children of the forms and risks of THB. The levels of child access to digital devices and social media shows the risk of boys and girls to any form of ICT-facilitated child trafficking. The OSCE notes that all traffickers need are headphones, a microphone, access to the internet and online banking.   
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	Online grooming and exploitation 
	The growth in AI and advancements in generative AI can also be harnessed by traffickers and those wishing to groom and exploit children. The OSCE highlights the opportunity generative AI provides to traffickers to find, groom, recruit and control potential victims. Children can be particularly at risk through this form of recruitment given that increasing numbers of children engage with AI chatbots on a regular basis.  
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	In 2025, CyberSafeKids research, based on surveys of 7,000 children, showed that 26% of 8–12-year-olds and 36% of 12–15-year-olds engage with AI chatbots, up from just 5% and 12% respectively from the previous year. The OSCE stresses that children using social media and online gaming are particularly vulnerable to ICT-facilitated trafficking and notes that the increasing sophistication of generative AI means that it can break down linguistic and cultural barriers and create complex personas. 
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	The increased risks to children of online grooming, recruitment and trafficking were raised by a large number of stakeholders. Many linked vulnerability reduction to awareness-raising initiatives among children to empower them. 
	Awareness raising of cyber safety generally and of the consequences for children if they create and share images in breach of the law was raised as important. In this respect the development by An Garda Síochána of a new module on online safety and legal responsibilities surrounding sharing intimate images online is welcome. 
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	Online recruitment by organised crime 
	Some stakeholders raised how Ireland and Europe have been too slow in addressing the use of ICT in the recruitment, exploitation and trafficking of children noting how organised crime groups and individuals were very adept at harnessing technology to ensnare children. 
	In my view, it was a bit of delayed recognition in relation to the scale and the impact that technology has on trafficking. It was very clear that criminals have already realised the power of technology, and the scale that it can bring them in relation to recruitment, reaching out to a much wider audience of targeted victims.  
	– Stakeholder 10 
	 
	All the agencies that are monitoring it are noting the increases so it’s important to consider how technology has exacerbated the problem. There are a lot of vulnerabilities for children online, and this access that bad actors have to children via technology has made grooming so much easier. Historically grooming a child would have taken a long period of time, building that trust, the manipulation. This is about casting the net as wide as possible and seeing what comes back  
	– Stakeholder 02 
	These views are supported by the OSCE research and recent campaigns by Europol and UNODC targeting the rise in organised online recruitment of victims via fake online job adverts. These victims are often trafficked for the purposes of criminal exploitation, in particular for cybercrime.  
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	Lack of regulation of large technology companies’ algorithms 
	A number of stakeholders raised a failure to tackle the private sector, particularly large technology companies, highlighting what they perceived to be a lack of regulation of 
	their platforms and products.
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	 They were particularly concerned about recommender algorithms and children being pushed into viewing exploitative content which some noted was normalising child exploitation and, in some instances, directly contributing to the creation and consumption of child sexual abuse material.
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	YouTube has a powerful recommender algorithm. Then you see these nudifying apps being advertised to them. There are rules and regulations around this, but they’re just not adhering to them, and because feeds are so individualised, the design piece is fundamental as so much bad content is being sent their way because of their age or gender. I’m not saying that these companies are going out to deliberately harm children. It’s a consequence of the model that they’ve put in place, and the model is for commercia
	 – Stakeholder 02 
	Vulnerability of children in care 
	A key recommendation of the Commission to reduce the vulnerability of children to THB is that specialised strategic plans are developed by the State to prevent trafficking of all children, especially those in State care, regardless of nationality and immigration status. Unaccompanied minors and children living in State care accommodation are recognised as particularly vulnerable groups, with the European Commission noting that the vulnerability continues even after they have left the accommodation.  
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	The Commission has made a number of recommendations to reduce the vulnerability of unaccompanied minors and children in State care to THB, including that the State investigate independent reports of coordinated grooming of these children; that Tusla 
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	ensure that risks and experiences of trafficking be built into the safety planning to protect against exploitation and re-trafficking; that Tusla end the ‘accommodation only’ practice for unaccompanied minors; and that Tusla be properly resourced to carry out its functions in relation to child victims.
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	Vulnerability of children in care to sexual exploitation 
	A large number of stakeholders raised issues surrounding children in care, with a number noting how children living in care facilities were easily identifiable by bad actors. Healthcare professionals have highlighted concern to IHREC that they are encountering suspected victims of child trafficking for sexual exploitation through the course of their work, particularly children in care, but that these children are not represented in official statistics. Stakeholders spoke about their concerns that profession
	It’s only two years ago that the issue of children in State care broke. But I can tell you the exploitation, the sexual exploitation of children in care has been happening for a long time. At least it came to my knowledge in 2021 because taxi drivers were picking up young girls aged no more than 15 or 16 from State care and dropping them off to hotels. There were Irish children, and there were also young girls from migrant backgrounds. I did report it, but nothing came of it as far as I am aware. 
	 – Stakeholder 14 
	 
	There needs to be a review of the Tusla and Garda protocol. Sexual exploitation is a particular issue for children in care. Children that are in special emergency care, particularly girls, there’s no question some are being sexually exploited. 
	You’ve seen the recent research by UCD, and I think there’s new research in that area as well.  

	– Stakeholder 17 
	Vulnerability of children to criminal exploitation 
	In addition to the concerns highlighted by stakeholders of the risk of sexual exploitation of children in care and other children without adequate support networks, many also raised concerns about large numbers of Irish and Irish resident children at risk of criminal exploitation, particularly by family members, with some feeling that very little was being done to help these children. 
	There’s a huge cohort of vulnerable children who may not be called victims of child trafficking, but who are victims of criminal exploitation. With children, in the criminal area, it’s uniquely complex. There’s a very large family, community and cultural piece around children who are victims of criminal exploitation. 
	 – Stakeholder 18 
	Vulnerability of unaccompanied minors 
	In relation to unaccompanied minors, Tusla operates the Separated Children Seeking International Protection Service (SCSIP). Tusla highlights that its ‘equity in care’ principle applies to unaccompanied minors who are entitled to the same standard of care provision as any other child in State care. Tusla reports that all children under the care of Tusla’s SCSIP service are allocated a CORU registered professional care worker, some children are allocated a social care worker, while children with greater vuln
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	The HIQA audit of the SCSIP Service in 2025 makes clear that, while some efforts are being made by Tusla to improve the protection of, and services for, this particularly vulnerable cohort, limited improvements have been achieved from the previous inspection in 2023. HIQA continues to highlight serious concerns about the ability of the service to respond in a timely, effective and child-centred manner with the service found to be not compliant with seven of the eight standards assessed in the audit.  Tusla 
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	Standard 3.1 The service performs its functions in accordance with relevant legislation, regulations, national policies and standards to protect children and promote their welfare. Not compliant.  
	Standard 3.2 Children receive a child protection and welfare service, which has effective leadership, governance, and management arrangements with clear lines of accountability. Not compliant. Standard 5.3 All staff are supported and receive supervision in their work to protect children and promote their welfare. Not compliant. 
	Quality and safety:  
	Standard 1.3 Children are communicated with effectively and are provided with information in an accessible format. Not compliant.  
	Standard 2.2 All concerns in relation to children are screened and directed to the appropriate service. Substantially compliant.  
	Standard 2.3 Timely and effective action is taken to protect children. Not compliant. Standard 2.5 All reports of child protection concerns are assessed in line with Children First and best available evidence. Not compliant. 
	 Standard 2.12 The specific circumstances and needs of children subjected to organisational and/or institutional abuse and children who are deemed to be especially vulnerable are identified and responded to. Not compliant.” 
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	The majority of unaccompanied minors and separated children seeking international protection are not taken into care but are instead provided with accommodation under section 5 of the 1991 Child Care Act. Where accommodated under section 5, this cohort has no statutory right to care plans, an allocated social worker, aftercare services or to court oversight. These children are already a group for which circumstances make them particularly vulnerable to exploitation, and this approach further exacerbates thi
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	Many stakeholders spoke about the inadequacy of support for unaccompanied minors, children at risk of trafficking and child victims. They had serious concerns, particularly regarding unaccompanied minors, that they were not receiving sufficient supervision and services.  Some mentioned that many are disappearing to Northern Ireland and Great Britain, and that there appeared to be an organised element to their disappearance.  
	They should be treated the same as any other child, but we’d have really serious concerns as to whether or not their cases are treated the same as if an Irish national child went missing. 
	 – Stakeholder 17 
	 
	An unaccompanied minor or child goes missing from care. Next thing you know, that person will show up at Belfast Airport, looking to fly to Great Britain, or they’ll end up in care in Northern Ireland, so there’s a clear connection between some sort of movements between Ireland and Northern Ireland, and it seems to be organised to an extent. 
	 – Stakeholder 03 
	Demand reduction 
	The amended Directive mandates that Member States criminalise the intentional use of services involving the exploitation of THB victims and undertake education and campaigns about the online dimension of THB and the types of exploitation, to reduce demand. Ireland has already criminalised a range of such offences in relation to child sexual abuse, child sexual abuse material and the purchasing of sex. The proposed Criminal Law (Sexual Offences, Domestic Violence and International Instruments) Bill 2025 will
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	Supply Chains) Bill 2021 could reduce demand for TLE
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	 and that the Online Safety and Media Regulation Act 2022
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	 may also help to reduce demand by assisting the investigation, prosecution and convictions of all ICT-facilitated crimes.
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	 Legislation to reduce demand 
	Stakeholders expressed differing views regarding the success of legislation to reduce demand generally, particularly in the context of trafficking for sexual exploitation under the Criminal Justice (Sexual Offences) Act 2017.  
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	I’m not sure that this law or any laws are going to be successful to reduce demand in an activity of that nature. So the purchasing aspect of it, now, because the purchaser has committed an offence, or you suspect they have, you have to caution them, so they don’t say anything. And they’re certainly not going to go witness for you. 
	 – Stakeholder 11 
	 
	It was brought in in 2017 with very good intentions but with no power behind it and it’s nearly unenforceable. But the thought and the theory behind it is certainly better than not having it.  
	– Stakeholder 06 
	Despite this, there was relatively broad support for introducing such measures with views that it sends a powerful message while also raising public awareness and changing attitudes and approaches to dealing with victims. 
	We need to make sure that migrant women who’ve been trafficked in and who are being pimped as sex workers, know that they’re not criminals. They then can 
	feel empowered to report, because the sale of sex has been decriminalised, whereas the purchase is criminalised. That all links again to the fact that it’s awareness, it’s a deterrent knowing that the laws are there. 

	 – Stakeholder 18 
	 
	If you actually do want to really tackle demand, you need to really much more strengthen the aspects that address the buyer. But the other big element of that legislation was the decriminalisation of these women. In fairness to the Guards, this is where they’ve really excelled. They’re now approaching them as vulnerable victims, and as potential victims of trafficking, even if it’s not trafficking. That’s been really successful in terms of legislation. It’s the normative and declarative effect.  
	– Stakeholder 12 
	Reasonably similar views were expressed by some stakeholders in relation to the Criminal Justice (Engagement of Children in Criminal Activities) Act 2024, with the majority feeling that, while it may be difficult to prosecute and secure a conviction, the sentiment of the legislation was important as it sent a clear message that grooming children into criminality was an offence. 
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	You know that new Act about engaging children in criminal activity? It’s important too. But is it just a sticky plaster situation? 
	 – Stakeholder 06 
	 
	  
	That was so important, because it wasn’t even about the fact that now there is a criminal offence of grooming children into criminality. It was that it’s a deterrent, that people know that that’s there despite it being difficult to prosecute. Organisations working with youth and criminality were so glad that there was an actual law that was sending a message particularly to younger adult men in the neighbourhoods and communities that they would be punished for the grooming. 
	 – Stakeholder 18 
	Protection  
	Identification of child victims 
	The low numbers of identifications of child victims of trafficking or exploitation in Ireland was raised by almost all stakeholders across all sectors. The issue of under identification of child victims including Irish nationals has been consistently highlighted by the Commission.  
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	That’s a concern that we have had for the last while. We’ve been very conscious of the really low rates of identification of child victims of trafficking. 
	 – Stakeholder 09 
	 
	It’s very much under-reported and that’s kind of worrying. Other countries with more robust systems are better at identifying. 
	 – Stakeholder 19 
	Ireland v UK Identifications 
	Stakeholders across a range of sectors highlighted the disparity in the numbers of child victims in Ireland compared to other jurisdictions. The UK was consistently named as a country that was doing well with regards identifying potential child victims. One 
	stakeholder stressed that the UK collects statistics on both presumed and officially recognised child victims whereas Ireland records officially recognised victims only. 

	This point regarding presumed or suspected victims not being recorded in Ireland was raised by a number of stakeholders who noted that An Garda Síochána might be aware of many more potential victims but that they may not want to come forward or there may not be enough evidence to officially identify them as victims. This could be particularly true for children who may be less likely to come forward due to fear or because they do not identify themselves as victims of trafficking. Given that identification wi
	Officially there could be two victims, but unofficially there could potentially be many more but they won’t be recorded on any system. The figures can be unquantifiable because none of them came forward. So I would say the figures are very low only because they’re the only ones identified, but they’re much bigger, much, much bigger. 
	 – Stakeholder 22 
	 
	It’s only the tip of the iceberg. The ones that are being identified are the ones who have come forward. It’s the ones that are so fearful of law enforcement, or so fearful of talking, speaking out about it, that they disappear. 
	 – Stakeholder 06 
	Some stakeholders noted that a reluctance to come forward might be particularly true in relation to children who fell victim to ICT-facilitated grooming and exploitation. They listed how children may be afraid of getting into trouble with their parents for being online without permission.  
	High profile cases in the media were highlighted, such as that of Alexander McCartney, who was estimated to have targeted around 3,500 child victims, illustrating the ICT-facilitated ease of access. 
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	I hear some of the worst stories, where parents think their teenage girl or boy is in their bed asleep during the night, and all night they’re talking to some predator. 
	 – Stakeholder 12 
	International good practice – Identification in the United Kingdom  
	It is mandatory that first responders in the UK (England and Wales), refer potential and suspected child victims of modern slavery and human trafficking to the NRM and the child’s consent is not required. Before referral to the NRM, which is made online, children must be safeguarded. Once a referral is made, competent authorities must make a first instance ‘reasonable grounds’ decision within five days. The US Department of State notes that, for suspected child victims of modern slavery and THB, the Home Of
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	The most recent UK statistics, for Quarter 2 of 2025, show that 1,717 children were identified as potential victims of modern slavery and THB, constituting 30% of the total NRM referrals and the highest number per quarter ever in the UK.   
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	Figures for the UK in 2023 show that 7,432 children were identified as potential victims of THB, primarily for criminal exploitation. Children accounted for 44% of all NRM referrals and 5,797 (78%) of these potential child victims were UK nationals. However, the Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner and ECPAT note that despite the 138% 
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	Span
	increase in children referred to the NRM in the period 2019 to 2023, the number of 
	Span
	children who have been formally recognised as victims of THB is decreasing, due to 
	Span
	immigration law changes which raised the evidentiary threshold for ‘reasonable 
	Span
	grounds’ decisions. They note that the percentage of children receiving positive 
	Span
	‘reasonable grounds’ decisions dropped from 90% in 2022 to 78% in 2023, while the 
	Span
	number of children receiving positive ‘conclusive grounds’ determinations (formal 
	Span
	recognition) decreased from 92% to 80% in the same period.
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	 Despite this drop in 
	Span
	formal identification of children as victims of THB, the mandatory NRM referrals and 
	Span
	large numbers of children, including UK national children, being identified as potential 
	Span
	victims of TCA, suggests that organisations and professionals working as first 
	Span
	responders are aware of the signs and indicators of THB in children and the issues and 
	Span
	dynamics arising. 

	However, some stakeholders noted that identification as a presumed victim was just the first step and that the UK was not performing well in the provision of services to child victims due to long waiting times for them to be formally recognised as victims. 
	I think the UK has done identification well. I don’t think anything they do after that is particularly well done. 
	 – Stakeholder 21 
	 
	The example from the UK is very illustrative in terms of identification, and I think very damaging in the sense that, you know, you raise expectations for those children who think that they’re going to be supported in some way and they’re left languishing because the processes can’t keep up with that amount of numbers, it’s actually not helping those children. 
	 – Stakeholder 18 
	Over-emphasis on official identifications 
	Other stakeholders, particularly those working in the public sector to combat child trafficking, highlighted that, while numbers of formally identified child victims in Ireland 
	are low, they felt that there was an over-emphasis on numbers. Some stakeholders felt that the most important part was that children who have been exploited or abused receive appropriate services and supports. 

	Historically, numbers are low but we all kind of tend to get too caught up in the numbers of identified victims. 
	 – Stakeholder 22 
	Identification based on the immigration system 
	Many stakeholders spoke about their concerns that Irish children were not being identified as victims, primarily due to the focus of the existing system on immigration and a reluctance to accept that child trafficking can happen to children already in Ireland. 
	When child trafficking has been addressed, if it has been addressed, it has been primarily within the category of unaccompanied minors and separated children seeking international protection. So it’s always about the other child, it’s an othering, it’s unaccompanied minors or it’s children in care and not necessarily Irish children in care, although obviously it is Irish children in care as well. This is a huge concern.  
	– Stakeholder 08 
	 
	What about nationally trafficked children? It’s a real issue, because people don’t want to acknowledge that it is homegrown. 
	 – Stakeholder 19 
	Conceptions of child trafficking affecting identification – terminology issues 
	Many stakeholders mentioned that they felt that another reason could be that there were different conceptions of child trafficking, grooming and exploitation among professionals, or a preference to use what was perceived as ‘softer’ terminology particularly in relation to sexual exploitation of children. Others spoke about grooming exploitation and trafficking forming part of a continuum.  
	The reasons for that, I think, are multifaceted. Number one is that the line between exploitation and trafficking can be a very, very, very grey area. There is like a continuum of exploitation, and that could be child sexual exploitation, criminal exploitation, or for a whole range of other purposes. And within that, some cases are trafficked and some may not hit that threshold. 
	 – Stakeholder 01 
	 
	There is a complete blanket reluctance to call it child trafficking. And there’s the whole 2017 reclassification of the child sexual exploitation statistics that has never been properly answered. There is this huge confusion when it comes to child trafficking for sexual exploitation because now all the sexual exploitation cases are outside of the trafficking. So the softer terms will be used when it comes to child sexual exploitation, the exploitation and grooming. And when it comes to child criminal exploi
	 – Stakeholder 08 
	Many expressed serious concerns as to the lack of identification of children who are being criminally exploited, or exploited in other ways, whether victims of trafficking or not. They felt that this was the area where children caught offending needed most to be viewed through a trafficking lens so law enforcement and others could consider that they might be a victim as opposed to a suspect. 
	There is the risk of misidentification, that’s the problem. So children, you know they’re being treated as offenders and suspects, rather than potential victims, of non-sexual forms, like there’s labour, forced criminality, begging.  
	– Stakeholder 13 
	Some stakeholders also felt that the term grooming also led to victims feeling ashamed and that they were to blame for their exploitation. Stigma and shame in turn prevent 
	victims, particularly children, from coming forward, which, as noted, is a particular concern in relation to ICT-facilitated abuse and exploitation. 

	I’ve heard that it implies a weakness that they allowed themselves to be groomed. I do think that the term grooming could do with some interrogation. I also think that it’s still very associated with a kind of dodgy old guy in a rain mac grooming a prepubescent child, so perhaps we need a better word to describe this phenomenon, or that it needs to be better understood, what it looks like. I think there’s a view that if you fall for it, if you fall into the trap. You’re at fault and you were foolish to have
	– Stakeholder 12 
	 
	Typically, a third would say they kept it to themselves. Sometimes it’s because they’re afraid they will get into trouble, or their device will be taken away. That’s the challenge, as we have no real sense of the size of this problem. If children aren’t telling an adult, if they’re not reporting it to an Garda Síochána, how do we know? 
	 – Stakeholder 02 
	Other issues with terminology arose. Some stakeholders warned about the conflation by the public and the State of trafficking with other offences such as smuggling, organised prostitution or child sexual abuse. 
	Raising awareness in general is huge, because still to this day, people don’t know what human trafficking is. They conflate it with smuggling and technically that could be trafficking, if they’re getting exploited. 
	 – Stakeholder 06 
	National Referral Mechanism 
	Statutory NRM commencement 
	Although not yet commenced, while the Operational Guidance is still under development, the new NRM has now been placed on a statutory footing under the 
	Criminal Justice (Sexual Offences and Human Trafficking) Act 2024.
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	 A formal NRM is a requirement of the amended Anti-Trafficking Directive.
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	 The placing of the NRM on statutory footing has been commended by the Commission (while also noting gaps such as in regard to assistance, a key aspect of an NRM).
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	 This move was praised by many stakeholders as a positive development noting also the Directive’s focus on the best interests of the child and the need for a victim-centred and child rights-based approach. 

	What we’re doing well is putting the National Referral Mechanism on a legislative footing. I mean, we’re the first European country to do that. That is pioneering in many ways and a good thing. 
	 – Stakeholder 08 
	 
	It’s a victim-centred approach. That’s the way we should be. That’s a principled approach, a human rights approach and children’s rights approach. The core is that everyone acts in the best interest of children. It’s in law and that dictates the bottom line for every agency and NGO in the State and how we all approach this work.  
	– Stakeholder 05 
	A number of stakeholders expressed disappointment regarding the delayed commencement of the new NRM. 
	We look at the Operational Guidance being kicked down the road on a daily basis. We received a copy of the draft guidance in December 2024, what has happened to that? Was it just scrapped? 
	 – Stakeholder 21 
	 
	We really want the new NRM to be operational, so we have a coordinated approach between all the stakeholders and bodies.  
	– Stakeholder 09 
	 
	Even the Operational Guidance in relation to the NRM. There’s very little detail in terms of how it’s going to operate or work. So we’re very much in the dark.  
	– Stakeholder 15 
	Other stakeholders, however, stressed that referrals can still be made under the existing system and that they would like to see more referrals being made while awaiting finalisation of the new NRM. 
	There will be direct referrals by many bodies when the revised approach is fully in place, but in the meantime, we need to make sure that until that time, that the referrals are being made to An Garda Síochána and that vulnerable victims, particularly children, are being identified and referred. 
	 – Stakeholder 18 
	 
	Forced criminality is probably happening. We all need to get that message out to the public, to State agencies and others. Also, we’re not recognising a lot of children who have been sexually exploited in Ireland. If that is happening, it needs to be reported to An Garda Síochána. 
	 – Stakeholder 06 
	The formalisation of the new NRM in statute, replacing the current system, was welcomed by many stakeholders with hopes that this should also ensure that THB is no longer erroneously conflated with the immigration and international protection systems. 
	What we have has traditionally been a migration-focused trafficking referral system.  
	– Stakeholder 18 
	 
	There is a clear trend of children who enter Ireland at a port of entry and are then identified through the immigration and asylum process (in Ireland or the UK). It’s through their asylum application that they’re referred to the NRM. 
	 – Stakeholder 03 
	Multi-stakeholder identification 
	All stakeholders, who spoke about the new NRM, were supportive of the new role of Competent Authorities and Trusted Partners in referring presumed victims and formally identifying victims. Some noted that this was in line with international good practice, particularly for children including the OSCE ‘Social Path’ approach which advocates for a multi-disciplinary approach to identification which does not rely solely on law enforcement and includes child-specific procedures. 
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	International good practice – OSCE’s ‘Social Path’ model 
	In their publication, ‘Putting Victims First: The ‘Social Path’ to Identification and Assistance’ the OSCE promotes an approach to identifying victims of trafficking that prioritises access to protection and support services by vesting authority for conclusive identification in social protection actors. This ensures long-term assistance and durable solutions for child victims which are not linked to participation in criminal justice processes. It recognises that many victims, including children, may be unwi
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	For child victims, the OSCE highlights the need for child-centred identification procedures, including specialised training for professionals, multi-disciplinary cooperation and safeguarding mechanisms that prioritise the best interests of the child. Once identified, children should receive immediate access to services such as safe accommodation, guardianship, psychological support, healthcare and legal assistance.  
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	Many believed that the new NRM should encourage more victims to come forward, including children, while also freeing up Gardai time to investigate suspected cases of trafficking. 
	The inclusion of other parties, aside from the Garda Síochána to identify victims or potential victims, that’s really positive, because at the end of the day a child might be more frightened, a young person might be really frightened to speak to law enforcement, especially if that young person is coming from a migrant background where they have more fear of the police. 
	 – Stakeholder 14 
	Resourcing, training and staffing issues 
	Despite a broad welcome for the new, statutory NRM, stakeholders stressed the additional resourcing and staffing that would be required to ensure people were correctly trained to identify victims and work together to provide supports and services. 
	When the identification piece moves to a more broadly based or wider range of people, there’s therefore also the risk that there won’t be complete engagement from those stakeholders and then where are you. It’s like anything, it depends on resourcing, training, and staffing issues. 
	 – Stakeholder 16 
	 
	  
	It’s really difficult for us to plan in terms of resourcing, or even what our role is. We don’t know at what point we’re going to be providing services.  
	– Stakeholder 09 
	 
	It will take time and huge resourcing to train everyone. 
	 – Stakeholder 03 
	In the context of child trafficking, the proper resourcing of Tusla was a particular concern. This is despite significant investment and growth in services. 
	 
	I am already concerned about resourcing for children in care, as there are already severe resource issues within the system.  
	– Stakeholder 12 
	 
	In terms of the new NRM with the child-specific lens on it and the role of Tusla. On paper that looks very promising you’d almost presume that every staff member of Tusla will have the opportunity to report suspicions of child trafficking into the operational committee, but the reality is that there will be the appointment of a designated person in an agency that is already struggling with resources. I mean, they are doing great work, they’re doing their best, but it’s very difficult. 
	 – Stakeholder 21 
	Need for clear timelines 
	In addition to concerns about adequate training and resourcing, many stakeholders highlighted the need for clear timescales to be included in statute with many noting the long delays in the UK for children waiting for official identification (conclusive grounds decision). Clear and realistic timelines are also cited by the OSCE as an integral part of any NRM. 
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	I suppose the timelines, the oversight isn’t there in legislation. Without proper timescales, the process is going to be so slow that there’s just going to be this huge cohort in kind of limbo. 
	 – Stakeholder 21 
	NRM and increased identification of child victims 
	The commitments in the 2024 Act and the NAP to child-specific identification measures are welcome and provide a pathway for compliance with the amended Directive. It is the State’s hope that the new NRM, in conjunction with the NAP, will make it easier for more adult and child victims of THB to come forward and be identified. However, many stakeholders stressed how adult victims often do not initially self-identify as victims of trafficking, but that in the case of children, they felt that most, if not all,
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	They don’t announce their trafficking. The majority of young people don’t even know they have been trafficked. And oftentimes it’s only after some kind of a trusting relationship has been built up that you would hear it.  
	– Stakeholder 07 
	Stakeholders highlighted how methods and techniques used by traffickers to groom children, particularly children groomed into sexual or criminal exploitation, further reduced the chances of children identifying as a victim of trafficking. 
	We can’t push the responsibility onto a child for self-identification. If you have a child, and I’ve seen them, and you’ll have come across them as well, I’ve seen three kids on a LUAS sometime during the years standing in front of me talking about their day. One of them having to take out a calculator to work out how 
	much money he made from standing at the top of the laneway keeping sketch for the Guards. He’d made 800 quid that day. Selling drugs or whatever was being sold. If you have a child who is vulnerable in some way or description receiving 800 quid cash into their hand, what child will self-identify as a victim of anything?  

	– Stakeholder 21 
	 
	Children in care. They’re coming back with brand new phones, they’re wearing designer gear, and you’re looking at those phones, but you’re giving them, like, 20 euro a week pocket money. Are you not joining any sort of dots here, you know? They don’t identify as victims. Not at all! No, they don’t, sure they’re getting great free stuff for doing stuff.  
	– Stakeholder 17 
	 
	It might just be more like a phone kind of text-based relationship, and then it would build from there. And it would become, certainly what the girl would understand as, a boyfriend-girlfriend relationship, and it was some of that love-bombing stuff, gifts, a new phone, taken to parties, things like that. They feel special. 
	 – Stakeholder 12 
	Child-specific NRM 
	The Commission has previously suggested the introduction of a statutory child-specific NRM as a way to support and strengthen the identification, protection and provision of sufficient support and assistance to child victims. The introduction of a child-specific NRM is supported by SERP, with a clear majority of stakeholders expressly stating that 
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	a properly resourced child-specific NRM, with separate child-specific protocols, procedures and processes, could be operated and managed by Tusla.  

	On a practical level, it could suit Tusla because in terms of child trafficking, it’s predominantly Tusla who have responsibility for children. So it probably would make it easier. 
	 – Stakeholder 07 
	 
	If Tusla were able to manage that, and to manage the administration and the expectations of what an NRM would look like if it was just for child victims, then yes, it’s very good, it’s aspirational, but it is an idea. I am not sure how it would work in practice, but I’d love to see how it would work, and I think it would probably need a lot of resources within Tusla, because Tusla will have do everything. – Stakeholder 06 
	As noted, the legal definition of child trafficking differs to that of adult trafficking as it does not require a ‘means’ element. A practical consequence of this is that this lower threshold requires a different approach to identification. Consequently, many stakeholders were in favour of a statutory child-specific NRM or a child-specific pathway to recognise this important difference. Another reason mentioned by a significant number of stakeholders for a child-specific NRM or child-specific procedures was
	But in terms of children, though, children are not just like small adults. You know, so is there going to be a child-specific approach here, because this is really what it’s about, isn’t it? Well, I think it’s either a separate NRM, or there’s maybe a clearly embedded pathway within the NRM that’s child-centred, so the safeguards are there. You have to have rapid protection decisions made, and multi-agency cooperation is needed. So there does have to be some delineation. How they do it, I don’t know, but if
	 – Stakeholder 13 
	Some stakeholders highlighted how a separate NRM for children would bring more of a focus on child victims, would ensure that they were not ‘lost’ in the adult system, and provide greater accountability in relation to child victims. 
	There was massive disappointment around the fact that there wasn’t a child- centred mechanism. Children have been shoehorned into the NRM that is, you know, primarily for adults. And that comes about from this misconception or this reluctance to see the prevalence of child trafficking for what it is and a reluctance to call it that.  
	– Stakeholder 08 
	 
	One of the reasons why the child-specific NRM is important is because they’ll be focused solely on children, on the issues of children. I know IHREC had recommended it, and I totally support IHREC in recommending it because if we are just putting them under the general NRM, they just get lost in the system. The purpose of that child-specific NRM is so people are responsible for certain issues and have certain roles to play. Once you have that role delegated to you, you cannot hide from it anymore. You’ll be
	– Stakeholder 14 
	These views contrasted with a limited number who felt that a child-specific NRM was unnecessary. 
	It doesn’t make any sense to have two parallel systems, and not to have one system where you might have a child and their parents who are being dealt with through the NRM. You might have an unaccompanied minor who ages out, who would have to move to a different system. It would overcomplicate things. 
	 – Stakeholder 18 
	The UK has a child-specific pathway in operation where referrals, unlike those for adults, do not require the consent of the child victim. In 2021, Portugal established a child-specific NRM protocol in line with OSCE good practice to have child-specific 
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	 and that NRM child services are linked to national child statutory services.
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	 This protocol however fails to follow the ‘social path’ system as entry into the NRM still requires law enforcement cooperation. 

	International good practice – Portugal’s child-specific NRM protocol 
	The European Commission highlights that in 2021, Portugal launched the ‘Protocol for the definition of action procedures for the Prevention, Detection and Protection of (presumed) children victims of trafficking in human beings’, a child-specific NRM protocol. The NRM establishes procedures for the prevention, detection, identification, support and protection of (presumed) child victims of THB. It is aimed at professionals in contact with children and tasked with preventing, detecting and protecting child v
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	The establishment of a child-specific NRM protocol was commended by GRETA. The Group noted that it provides national authorities involved in the identification and protection of child victims with guidelines for a child-protective intervention (in which reference is made to the best interests of the child; right to information; the right to be 
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	Span
	heard and to participate in court proceedings); identification indicators for different 
	Span
	forms of exploitation; guidelines and steps for victim identification and the 
	Span
	responsibilities of prosecutors, judges and social workers; an age assessment process; 
	Span
	procedures for the appointment of a legal guardian; details on assistance, reception, 
	Span
	(re)integration and repatriation (where appropriate); details on children’s rights to health 
	Span
	care, education, psychological assistance and access to justice); and training 
	Span
	guidelines.
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	 However, despite this child-specific process, the US Department of State 
	Span
	highlights, in its 2025 report on Portugal, that comparatively few children and 
	Span
	Portuguese nationals are identified as victims of THB and that formal identification 
	Span
	continues to be undertaken primarily by police and requires cooperation with 
	Span
	investigations and prosecutions.
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	The OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) recommends that child-specific NRMs or pathways are directly linked to child protection systems and staffed by recognised child specialists and supported by civil society and specialist NGOs. To combat child trafficking the OSCE Office of the Special Representative and Co-ordinator for Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings further recommends the development of comprehensive child protection frameworks for all vulnerable children. In Irela
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	International good practice – Child-specific NRM pathways within child protection systems 
	The OSCE’s Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) emphasises that NRMs are cooperative national frameworks designed to ensure the identification, referral and protection of victims of trafficking, including children, through coordinated 
	Span
	multi-disciplinary action between State agencies responsible for law enforcement, 
	Span
	child protection, education, healthcare and migration and civil society.
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	Child victims require specific safeguards within NRMs due to their heightened vulnerability and the complex protection needs associated with trafficking. Child protection principles, particularly the best interests of the child, should guide all decision-making processes within the mechanism. Children should have access to specialised services, including guardian-advocates, child-appropriate accommodation, medical and psychological care, legal assistance, long-term support and social inclusion. 
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	To support child-specific referral pathways the OSCE believes that States should also establish national focal points for child victims of trafficking.  
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	International good practice – National Focal Points for child victims (OSCE) 
	The OSCE highlights the importance of designating specialised National Focal Points (NFPs) to strengthen the identification, protection and assistance of child victims of trafficking. NFPs, which could be located within an Ombudsman for Children Office or statutory child protection agency, would serve as central coordinating actors within national anti-trafficking systems, facilitating cooperation between law enforcement, child protection authorities, migration services and civil society organisations. Thei
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	Span
	national anti-trafficking responses and ensure that they are treated as full rights 
	Span
	holders.
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	Supports and services to child victims 
	In addition to allowing for formal identification as a victim of THB, entry into the NRM makes a range of State and CSO services available to presumed and identified victims. The Commission has consistently highlighted how assistance to victims should never be conditional on cooperation with the criminal justice process, but that provision of appropriate support and services, in particular accommodation, is essential for victims to be able to engage in the criminal justice process. This is in line with the 
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	A number of serious deficiencies have been identified by the Commission in relation to assistance to child victims of trafficking and unaccompanied minors who are in State residential care in relation to accommodation and access to social workers, legal advice, healthcare and education.  
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	Age assessments 
	The Commission has previously expressed concerns about the manner in which age assessments are undertaken by the State. The absence of clear procedures to effectively and appropriately assess the age of unaccompanied minors in the international protection process has led to children being placed in inappropriate accommodation with adults and experiencing considerable uncertainty and vulnerability, including financial vulnerability. The Commission has recommended that age estimation assessments should be sup
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	A number of stakeholders raised issues relating to age assessments, the presumption of minority and potential conflict between the 2024 Act and the EU Pact implementing legislation. The Commission and stakeholders referenced as positive the introduction of a statutory presumption of minority in respect of the NRM in the 2024 Act. They also shared the Commission’s concerns as to how the new NRM will operate in parallel to the new migration and asylum measures to be introduced in Ireland, particularly for una
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	We have really serious concerns because it doesn’t explicitly state the age of minority presumption in relation to age assessments, so there needs to be an alignment between all the legislation in relation to unaccompanied minors.  
	– Stakeholder 17 
	One stakeholder also noted how conducting appropriate age assessments was also relevant to THB investigations and prosecutions, speaking of instances where confusion over the age of a defendant has held up trials in Ireland. 
	That’s coming up regarding the age of the children who are suspects. They’ll have false documentation. So nobody knows exactly what age they are. And so, if you want to prosecute somebody and if you don’t know if they’re a child, or they’re an adult, how do you try them? Because you can’t try them in an adult court if they’re a child, but you don’t have any paperwork for that. So we’re left with having no idea what age they are, subject to showing the judge all the different paperwork and going, here, make 
	– Stakeholder 13 
	The International Protection Act 2026 implements new immigration procedures related to the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum.  The Act was commenced in June 2026.  
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	Part 3 of the International Protection Act 2026 establishes new statutory procedures for age assessments of unaccompanied minors. Where there are doubts in relation to the age of an applicant, a multi-disciplinary assessment will be carried out. There is also provision for medical examination to determine age. The Minister is required to make regulations prescribing the suitable means of the multi-disciplinary assessment and the suitable medical means of assessing the age of the applicant, together with oth
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	The Commission had previously expressed serious concerns about inadequate legislative scrutiny of the International Protection Act 2026, including the lack of detail on and inadequate provisions regarding age assessments. These concerns 
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	were echoed by the Ombudsman for Children’s Office which also highlighted how inadequate pre-legislative scrutiny prevents public examination of a process which may not comply with international and European human rights standards.
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	The Commission has highlighted the importance of conducting age assessments under the International Protection Act 2026 in a clear, child-centred and human rights-compliant manner. Under the Act, unaccompanied minors will be exempt from the 12-week asylum border procedure. The Irish Refugee Council has expressed concern that unaccompanied minors will be incorrectly subject to the 12-week procedure referring to previous cases where unaccompanied minors have been incorrectly processed as adults, with some sle
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	Special emergency arrangements 
	Another risk to some unaccompanied minors, previously criticised by the Commission and also by the judiciary, has been their placement in private residential facilities under special emergency arrangements. Such facilities have not been subject to HIQA inspections with staff who may not be sufficiently trained in child protection and trafficking risks and indicators.  
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	In 2025, HIQA found that Tusla had not adequately addressed concerns raised in a previous inspection of the capacity of the Separated Children Seeking International Protection team (SCSIP) Team in November 2023.  This was stated to be in part due to the increase in referrals SCSIP.  
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	The Ombudsman for Children Office has called for a prohibition on the placement of children in private and unregulated accommodation and for the imposition of a statutory duty for Tusla to ensure that there are sufficient appropriate placements for children, particularly young children. The Office further supports additional resourcing for an extended mandate for HIQA to inspect such facilities.  
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	The inadequacy of special emergency arrangements was highlighted by RTÉ Investigates in 2026. The programme illustrated the negative experiences of vulnerable and at-risk children who were frequently moved around to different accommodation centres with a lack of appropriate support and services and referenced some experiences of exploitation.   
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	Tusla has reported working to address the use of SEAs through a variety of initiatives and a significant growth in regulated care services as a result, including in 2025, by opening Emergency Intake Units. These Units will form the new regulated care model response to all emergency accommodation for minors. Tusla has recently reported that it is ending its use of SEAs.  
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	The reliance on special emergency arrangements, as opposed to regulated centres, was raised as a concern by a number of stakeholders. 
	I’ll be really straight; special emergency arrangements have no place in a care system. They are not placements. We have emergency foster care placements, we have emergency placements, so I don’t know what these are, and I don’t think they’re legally sound. It’s terrible, and it’s our most vulnerable kids, kids who are so severely at risk.  
	– Stakeholder 17 
	  
	Specialised accommodation 
	Ruhama, a specialised CSO supporting victims of TSE and prostitution, has identified deficiencies in housing for children of women who are victims of TSE noting that homelessness and inadequate and insecure housing places these women and their children at risk of further exploitation. The majority of migrant women victims of TSE and their children are housed in International Protection Accommodation Services (IPAS) facilities which are neither specialised, victim or child-centric, and not appropriate for vi
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	The establishment of Rosa’s Place, a dedicated centre for women who have been trafficked for sexual exploitation, funded by IPAS, was welcomed by a number of stakeholders but generally stakeholders felt that Ireland was not performing well as regards accommodation for adult and child victims. One stakeholder referenced Belgium’s provision of three specialised reception centres for adult victims of trafficking, with three similar accommodation centres operating for unaccompanied minors and child victims of t
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	Rosa’s Place, it’s a start, and it’s a welcome start, but the likes of Belgium have three of those reception centres and have had them for the last two decades.  
	– Stakeholder 22 
	Specialised services for child victims 
	The issue of accommodation and aftercare for child victims was spoken about by a number of stakeholders, particularly in relation to children who are ‘ageing out’ of services once they turn 18. 
	The majority of child victims, international protection applicants who were in the care of Tusla, some of them wouldn’t be entitled to aftercare, when they age out. 
	– Stakeholder 09 
	 
	There is rightly a huge focus on Tusla with these children, unaccompanied minors, but there is an issue with the transition, what is happening then. There is also a huge population of young 18-year-olds going into direct provision. I just really would love to see the progress of the 18- to 21-year-olds who arrived unaccompanied being tracked. Because they are exactly the young people who, as they get older, may admit to the exploitation. 
	 – Stakeholder 17 
	The Commission has also criticised the inadequate use of care orders and how special emergency arrangements have only provided children with accommodation, as opposed to other assistance. Timely access to legal aid, healthcare, education, family reunification and other services for all child victims of trafficking remain a serious concern. Difficulties surrounding the rights of migrant child victims to education, healthcare and family reunification were raised by a number of stakeholders. On the issue of ac
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	International good practice – Barnahus model for child victims 
	The Barnahus model (‘Children’s House’) is an integrated, child-centred approach to responding to child victims and witnesses of violence, exploitation and trafficking. The model was first developed in Iceland in 1998 and has since been adopted across many 
	Span
	European countries, particularly in the Nordic countries and with a number of Barnahus 
	Span
	in Ireland now established for child victims of sexual violence and abuse. It is 
	Span
	increasingly recognised by the Council of Europe and other international bodies as an 
	Span
	international good practice model for supporting child victims. 

	The central principle of Barnahus is that all key services involved in responding to violence against children are brought together in a single child-friendly environment, rather than requiring the child to interact with multiple institutions such as police stations, hospitals and courts. The model therefore promotes coordinated multi-disciplinary responses involving law enforcement, child protection services, medical professionals and psychologists and can provide both crisis support and longer-term therap
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	The Barnahus model is particularly relevant in cases of child trafficking and exploitation, where child victims have often experienced complex trauma and require coordinated responses across multiple agencies. By integrating investigative, protective and therapeutic services in a single setting, Barnahus helps ensure that children are treated primarily as victims while also strengthening the quality of evidence available for criminal investigations. A core feature of the model is the use of specialised fore
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	The Commission has recommended making the Barnahus model of multi-disciplinary supports available to all child victims of trafficking in Ireland, not just child victims of sexual abuse. There was strong support from stakeholders for more comprehensive and child-centred services to child victims of trafficking or exploitation and consistent reference to Barnahus as a successful model implemented across Europe and support 
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	for this model to be extended to all child victims of trafficking, as long as it was properly resourced.  

	The Barnahus model is extremely effective all across Europe. It may be the solution here too, but it is not currently the solution in operation. When we look at our models here in Ireland, I think we have three Barnahus. We have one physical Barnahus in Galway and the others are virtual. I remember last year being told that they had a remit of potentially a 100,000 children all from one centre on the outskirts of Galway. So it’s just going to be a resourcing issue.  
	– Stakeholder 21 
	 
	People are referencing Barnahus as a preferred model simply because it joins up the child protection with the criminal, health, and support pieces.  
	– Stakeholder 15 
	Another example of a successful local model for supporting child victims is the centre in Berlin which was established in 2024 and provides access to child protection specialists, and a range of multi-disciplinary supports and services. 
	International good practice – Centre for child victims in Berlin 
	In its chapter on Germany, the 2025 US Trafficking in Persons Report noted that a specialised child trafficking protection centre had been established by the Berlin State Government. The new centre, aimed at improving the early detection, identification and protection of child victims of THB, brings together professionals from youth services, justice system, educational institutions and schools, health services and other frontline public sector staff. The centre began operating in spring 2024 and is the fir
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	Span
	the centre assisted more than 60 child victims of THB.
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	 The Berlin State Government 
	Span
	reports that children supported were of a range of ages, genders, and nationalities.
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	The establishment of the specialised child trafficking unit has been praised by the German Institute for Human Rights, the Independent National Rapporteur, which highlights how such specialised counselling centres are important as they contain experts with knowledge on child trafficking and trafficking indicators, child protection risk assessments and the needs of child victims and who can advise the professionals on the ground. The UN Special Rapporteur on the sale, sexual exploitation and sexual abuse of 
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	Family reunification for unaccompanied minors 
	Regarding family reunification, one stakeholder noted how if the age assessment process incorrectly assessed unaccompanied minors as adults, they could be denied rights while in the legal process. 
	Some decisions that Tusla made that a child was not eligible for their services, and upon appeal, how many were overturned? Because it’s such a serious decision, because when States say you’re not eligible for child services, then your family reunification rights, your education rights are all gone. You could wait six months for the appeal to discover that actually they got it wrong.  
	– Stakeholder 17 
	Other stakeholders noted how migrant child victims and unaccompanied minors needed supports from their home countries but also noted how care needed to be taken in relation to contacting their families, who may have been complicit in their trafficking. 
	When you’re looking at international connectivity around child trafficking there are struggles in relation to family reunification where substantive information can’t be guaranteed. Were the parents aware of the trafficking? Is it appropriate that the young person is reunited as this could result in it happening all over again. 
	 – Stakeholder 07 
	National protocols 
	Another area of concern discussed by the Special Rapporteur on Child Protection, raised in the context of organised sexual exploitation of children in residential State care, and shared by the Commission, is the failure of Tusla to notify An Garda Síochána in a timely manner of the suspected abuse of unaccompanied minors who have gone missing from care. This is despite there being a specific response for children in cases with sexual exploitation as a concern under the Joint Working Protocol and Operation C
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	stakeholders with some noting a need to try to streamline protocols in relation to vulnerable children and child victims. 

	I guess what concerns me is that the missing from care thing is still coming up all the time. Tusla have a Joint Working Protocol with An Garda Síochána around sexual exploitation and are better trained in those red flags. But I’m still hearing these missing from care and exploitation concerns.  
	– Stakeholder 12 
	One stakeholder mentioned the need to improve national reporting protocols, highlighting the need for Government websites to be up to date and for some kind of emergency 24-hour hotline to be created to allow victims to get support or advice outside of contacting An Garda Síochána. 
	There are no defined spaces or a defined office where you can go and say these people are responsible for this. You know, you call the Garda or Tusla but often you are sent all over the place. Some places if you call after 6pm, you can’t even get anybody to speak to at all. Even the Department of Justice, on Blue Blindfold some phone numbers are not working, some emails nobody responds to. We need, like, a national helpline. It could be under Cuan, but it must be a number that you can call any time of the d
	– Stakeholder 14 
	Trafficking indicator and risk assessments 
	Other areas of concern, raised in previous years by the Commission, in regard to Tusla processes and procedures have been: inadequate and delayed Intake Eligibility Assessments (IEA) for referrals from the International Protection Office; an incorrect definition of child trafficking used in the Risk Assessment Matrix on Separated Children at Risk of Trafficking screening process; and the need for trafficking-specific procedures. HIQA has also previously noted similar concerns noting that many IEAs 
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	did not routinely screen for risk of trafficking and exploitation; that safety planning was not routinely conducted when a trafficking risk was identified; that these cases were incorrectly classified as medium, as opposed to high risk; and that there was inadequate follow up with other jurisdictions when children identified as being at risk of trafficking went missing from care.
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	 The need for screening for child trafficking indicators and comprehensive vulnerability assessments for children, particularly in relation to unaccompanied minors in the international protection process when the Pact is implemented, was mentioned by a number of stakeholders. 

	Now, as I understand from Tusla, they will do an assessment of a child, and if a child has specific vulnerabilities and they do need to be taken into State care and are allocated a social worker. But we also have real concerns about the vulnerability assessment in relation to reception conditions: one of the critical ways that Ireland has advised that they’re going to try and identify trafficking and child trafficking. 
	– Stakeholder 17 
	Allocation of social workers 
	The Commission has also previously noted failures by Tusla to allocate unaccompanied minors a social worker, with HIQA’s most recent inspection noting that problems persist regarding allocations of social workers and waiting times for social workers. The Commission has acknowledged the staffing pressures on Tusla and has called for increased resources to be made available by the Minister. Tusla must fulfil its statutory duties, expanded under the new NRM, towards all at-risk children who do not have access 
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	whether all identified child victims of trafficking are being allocated a social worker. The support of a social worker is critical for child victims during investigations and prosecutions.
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	 It appears from stakeholder interviews that all identified child victims, and unaccompanied minors, are not being allocated a social worker immediately, with some expressing serious concerns as to how this is hampering the protection needs and access to services and legal advice of child victims. 

	There’s a question of a drop in the standards. We used to be the best in Europe. We used to have every child that came in got allocated a social worker, it didn’t matter about their age. That is not happening now, it’s just accommodation only. It’s not good enough, the watering down of the standards for unaccompanied minors.  
	– Stakeholder 17 
	 
	I understand that the Separated Children’s Team in Tusla is under a lot of pressure but, especially when they’re aware that a child has been identified as a potential victim of trafficking, that doesn’t seem to trigger any prioritisation that I can see. 
	 – Stakeholder 09 
	Some stakeholders highlighted how, particularly in relation to migrant children, that culturally competent social workers were needed with others saying that they were not sure if a social worker was needed or if other suitably trained professionals such as some kind of child advocate could provide support to child victims, particularly in the context of the current shortages of social workers. 
	The specific social worker that the child can have access to is very important. Properly trained professionals, but also trauma-informed and culturally sensitive. Tusla are doing their best, but I feel that the whole structure and organisation needs to be totally overhauled. 
	 – Stakeholder 14 
	The need for child victims and at-risk children to have access to a social worker and a range of therapeutic and psychological supports was highlighted as key to their long-term recovery, to prevent re-victimisation and re-trafficking and to build trust. 
	They need to have time to build rapport with their key person, that stable relationship with a trusted professional in whom they could confide concerns they have. 
	 – Stakeholder 12 
	 
	Personally I think it should be therapeutic intervention. Children who have experienced such depths of trauma and without access to appropriate mental health services and support and therapeutic intervention. That has to be the first. It has to be the welfare of the child and whether that counsellor or psychologist is the one good person in the child’s life. 
	 – Stakeholder 08 
	Prosecution  
	Investigations 
	Investigations into THB and child trafficking are supported by or conducted by the Human Trafficking Investigation and Coordination Unit (HTICU), a division of the Garda National Protective Services Bureau which also has a specialised unit established to investigate the commercial sex trade which includes victims of TSE. The US Department of State reported that 67 new investigations into THB were commenced in 2024, compared to 53 in 2023. However, there is no information as to how many, or if any, of these 
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	Complexity of human trafficking investigations 
	Stakeholders with knowledge of trafficking investigations and prosecutions stressed how challenging these investigations can be to conduct given the organised nature of the crime and that the investigations are often multi-jurisdictional. 
	It’s exceptionally complex, and very difficult. To be identified as a victim of trafficking, that exploitation doesn’t have to have happened in Ireland, and actually, frequently, it may not have happened in Ireland, it may have happened in another jurisdiction. So that might be another piece or another complexity. 
	 – Stakeholder 01 
	Stakeholders listed a range of difficulties in obtaining information and evidence from other jurisdictions hampering investigations and the chance of a subsequent prosecution. One issue highlighted was when victims were in the international protection process as this meant that their home countries could not be contacted as this could pose a danger to the victim.  
	Somebody tells you that they were exploited in a country. They’ve claimed asylum, so you can’t go and check with their home country, because you’re identifying what country they’re now in. And then you can’t get supporting evidence, you can’t go back to that country, and you can’t build a case. So when there’s an allegation there, it’s enough to get them into the national referral system but it’s not enough to get anywhere near the potential prosecution.  
	– Stakeholder 22 
	Delays in cross-border information sharing and evidence 
	Even where victims could give accounts of where they had been trafficked from and through, obtaining evidence in a timely fashion was hampered by lengthy and cumbersome Mutual Legal Assistance (MLA) procedures in place until Ireland opts into a number of EU Directives in relation to evidence sharing, such as the European Production Order and European Investigation Order. 
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	The slow MLA process was also cited as a barrier to securing ICT evidence from large technology companies posing a major barrier to investigations. 
	Trying to get data from you know, a lot of the data you’d be wanting. Think we have seven of the big tech companies. Trying to get data from Google or Gmail or any of these accounts. Honestly, it can take two years. Other EU countries cannot understand it. Within an EIO, they will send an EIO to another country, and within 24 hours, they have the information. 
	 – Stakeholder 13 
	Need for resources and experienced personnel 
	Resources and experienced personnel were highlighted as key issues for investigations. 
	Investigations require resources, both financial and human resources. And we know from our own experience that the trafficking field has always been under-resourced. Every country needs more resources to be dedicated to these fields, both from the law enforcement perspective, but also social elements of it, like protection and identification.  
	– Stakeholder 10 
	The benefit of experienced personnel and Joint Investigation Teams (JITs) coordinated by Eurojust was identified as a key positive development in human trafficking investigations. Eurojust brings national authorities together, facilitating meetings and assisting with practice and legal issues that arise during an investigation. JIT meetings provide an opportunity for those involved to develop working relationships, discuss issues directly and gain a better understanding of the different approaches in each j
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	However, a particular issue was raised by a number of stakeholders in relation to Ireland’s participation in JITs. While evidence obtained through a JIT can normally be used by Member States, until Ireland opts into the necessary EU Directives, this does 
	not apply to material provided by Ireland. MLAs are required to ensure material obtained from Ireland is admissible as evidence in court.  

	Even if we did have a JIT, which I know Ireland has done, we sometimes don’t automatically benefit. Other countries are saying, well, that’s great, you got the information. But we can only use that information for intelligence. We can’t use it for evidence like you can in France or Germany. We then have to do an MLA to get the same information.  
	– Stakeholder 20 
	ICT-facilitated trafficking 
	Having appropriately trained investigators was viewed as particularly important in combatting ICT-facilitated trafficking, a rapidly evolving threat. The OSCE has noted that an additional difficulty for investigations into ICT-facilitated child trafficking is the ability for traffickers to more easily avoid detection, through the use of ICT-facilitated trafficking and generative AI – particularly so when they may never need to physically meet the victim. The difficulties in detecting online trafficking subs
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	Stakeholders stressed that Europe was not as advanced as the US and that these ICT-facilitated trafficking investigations require inter-disciplinary cooperation between national and international policing units, particularly between those with human trafficking and cybercrime expertise, with practice examples being identified in the Netherlands and Ukraine. 
	In some countries, like the United States, technology-facilitated trafficking…They’ve been dealing with that for years and they had the 
	infrastructure already kind of built. The Netherlands is a good example based on the fact that they were able to bring the cyber capabilities to anti-trafficking, joining the cybercrime unit and the trafficking unit. Human trafficking specialists traditionally would not have those cyber capabilities. Ukraine has also been working a lot in relation to the technology angle of human trafficking, building their cyber capabilities. No countries are doing fantastically well because this is a phenomenon across Eur
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	 that are used by the Dutch. They have their own web crawlers, but of course there are lots of commercial ones. 

	– Stakeholder 10 
	A number of stakeholders highlighted how the approach to human trafficking investigations in Ireland has changed in recent years, noting various forms of national good practice. One key area was how increased levels of specialisation of investigators and prosecutors and structured processes between An Garda Síochána and the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions over the past five years have delivered efficiencies and improved the law enforcement response to trafficking. 
	Stakeholders also referenced the increased use of organised crime legislation and other legislation noting how the majority of human trafficking was carried out by organised crime groups (OCGs) and carried out with the purpose of making a profit. 
	And absolutely, without a shadow of a doubt, human trafficking is OCG related. 
	– Stakeholder 13 
	Using organised crime legislation in human trafficking investigations was viewed by some stakeholders as an important national practice for a number of reasons. It “follows the money trail”, the evidence of which would strongly support prosecutions and was often easier to prove and allowed suspects to be held longer for questioning. It 
	also provides benefits at prosecution stage as this legislation does not require victim testimony. 

	The fact that they were leaders of an organised crime group, facilitating or enhancing the capabilities of an organised crime group allows for their arrest on suspicion of those offences but also to detain them for a longer period and question them about it. What is the organised crime offence? It’s human trafficking, but it’s not just human trafficking, it’s organised prostitution, it’s all the ancillary offences that go with it, and there’s loads of them. Money laundering is a big one, so follow the money
	– Stakeholder 06 
	 
	An alternative approach, which has been very, very successful but often doesn’t result in a human trafficking conviction, it can result in a human trafficking investigation. You look at that, let’s just say it’s a child. So that child is possibly from another country. Three or more people is all that’s required to form an organised crime group, which is an easy number to get with. They don’t have to be resident in Ireland. So you can have a recruiter, you can have somebody who transported them to Ireland. Y
	– Stakeholder 22 
	Early legal assistance 
	The US Department of State stresses the importance of early quality legal assistance and that the State should make this available at the earliest opportunity, before engagement with An Garda Síochána. Early access to legal assistance, both counselling and representation, should be provided pursuant to the Directive and is particularly important for child victims. Research conducted for the then Policing 
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	Authority shows that children frequently waive their right to legal representation and that their age, lack of understanding and stress during interviews can lead to them making false or unreliable statements.
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	 Some stakeholders expressed concerns that some child victims were not getting early and timely access to legal advice, noting that the reported number of child referrals to the Legal Aid Board (LAB) was lower than the number of officially identified child victims raising concerns that children might not be receiving legal advice prior to any cooperation with criminal investigations. LAB can provide legal advice to child victims at any stage, including before they have been identified by An Garda Síochána. 

	The bar for referral is quite low, so it should be happening at a very early stage. 
	– Stakeholder 09 
	Current procedures for child victims involve the Legal Aid Board liaising with the child’s Tusla social worker who would be present at any consultation. Legal advice and support are available to child victims of trafficking who are unaccompanied minors, via CSOs such as the Irish Refugee Council and the Immigrant Council of Ireland. LAB has recently set up a pathway with the Irish Refugee Council (IRC) to provide early legal advice to child victims. If IRC caseworkers identify trafficking indicators while w
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	The Commission has noted that there is no obligation on Tusla to seek legal aid for child victims. There is also no child-specific enhanced legal assistance or assistance available to the families of child victims.  
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	The Commission has recommended a system of child legal advisers.  
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	The majority report of the Review Group of the Civil Legal Aid Scheme recognises the role of LAB in providing legal services to victims of THB and recommends an expanded role for LAB in delivering public information and outreach. The minority report recommends the proper resourcing of all independent and community law centres including legal representation and advice for victims of trafficking, in addition to proper resourcing of services such as the Irish Refugee Council and Immigrant Council of Ireland to
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	National good practice – child specialist interviewers 
	The Policing Authority research notes that generally when interviewing child witnesses and victims as opposed to suspects, highly trained child specialist interviewers are used, a practice that commenced with the establishment of a specialised interviewing programme by An Garda Síochána in 2008, and which now includes some Tusla staff. The use of child specialist interviewers was highlighted by many stakeholders as an example of good practice with some noting that this was particularly important for any inv
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	There’s an awful lot more branches to human trafficking. You’re looking after the victim as well as trying to get their trust and build rapport…. they’re not going to come in and say everything in one statement. That could take 10 statements. Children have to have the child specialist interviewer, which is another expertise that has to be added to the investigation.  
	– Stakeholder 06 
	 
	I know the child specialist interviewers are very good. Children must have the child specialist interviewer, as when you’re interviewing the children it takes time to build trust and rapport. You need the child to engage with you, first of all, and then, ultimately, if there is a trial, you need them to give evidence, which can be very harrowing and very difficult on them, given the nature of the circumstances. 
	– Stakeholder 22 
	 
	I think there’s a stronger emphasis now on victim protections in the investigation and prosecution, victim-centred interviewing and practical training on child interviewing that is quite well done in Ireland.  
	– Stakeholder 13 
	Additional legal supports for child victims 
	To ensure support for child victims throughout the criminal justice process the Commission has recommended the introduction of an ‘appropriate adult scheme’ similar to that in the UK, in addition to the appointment of child legal advisers when victims enter the NRM. The Commission has previously recommended introducing Trafficking and Exploitation Risk Orders and Trafficking and Exploitation Protection Orders, which could protect children during investigations and prosecutions given that victims are often c
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	Prosecutions 
	The low number of prosecution and convictions for THB is criticised by the US Department of State, which also notes the conviction of suspected traffickers for other offences such as money laundering and rape. Prosecutions for child trafficking are rare in Ireland which could partially be explained due to the reclassification of child TSE offences in 2017 by the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions as offences of sexual exploitation only. However, in 2023 charges were brought for child TLE for the 
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	Convictions for trafficking-related offences 
	The issue of securing convictions for trafficking-related offences for children was raised by a number of stakeholders while recognising the complexity of these investigations. They acknowledged international criticism due to low numbers of convictions but noted that while trafficking-related offences may carry lighter sentences in some instances, considered securing some form of conviction was better than none and that the evidential bar for prosecuting child trafficking was very high so many human traffic
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	In previous years, the attitude had been that they didn’t want to hear about convictions if they weren’t human trafficking convictions. Now, the attitude seems to have maybe shifted a bit more, and there’s more of an understanding 
	that convictions for an organised crime type of offence is still a good result, it’s better than no convictions at all.  

	– Stakeholder 04 
	 
	You have some legislation, certainly around prostitution and organised crime, organising prostitution, brothel keeping, if you’re talking particularly about prostitution. We have some of those offences that are kind of now being described as sort of ‘trafficking-adjacent’ crimes. I can see the sense in using other legislation for prosecution and at least we’re getting some justice and doing some both punishment and deterrence, removing bad actors, and seizing funds and all of that.  
	– Stakeholder 12 
	Legal definitions of child trafficking – means element and forced criminality 
	The Commission has recommended that to better protect child victims, the Children First Act 2015 should be amended to include all forms of child trafficking not just TSE and that the Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) Act 2008 (as amended) should include child TSE. While the Children First accompanying guidance was updated in 2019 to recognise digital/online harms, there is no effective guidance in relation to how to deal with such digital harm.  
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	One key issue arose around definitions included in the Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) Act 2008, as amended, and the legal definition of child trafficking. Although no means element is required in child trafficking offences, some stakeholders noted that the means element of ‘force’ was required under Irish legislation in relation to trafficking for criminal exploitation as the offence is ‘forced criminality’, a term used 
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	by all stakeholders involved in law enforcement. This Act also makes reference to ‘forced labour’.
	337
	337
	337, s 1(a)(c)’forced labour’ means a work or service which is exacted from a person under the menace of any penalty and for which the person has not offered himself or herself voluntarily. 
	337, s 1(a)(c)’forced labour’ means a work or service which is exacted from a person under the menace of any penalty and for which the person has not offered himself or herself voluntarily. 
	ibid
	ibid




	 These references pose clear difficulties for child trafficking investigations and prosecutions for criminal and labour exploitation. 

	The human trafficking offence for a child doesn’t require means so they don’t need to be ‘forced’ like an adult. For the reason being, generally children are accepted as vulnerable in the first place. So you don’t have that means requirement, but the actual offence from the Trafficking Act still has the act of forced criminality. It’s in the legislation. So, even though you don’t need that means element, it’s still there in the Act so it might be more difficult to prove or to get a conviction over the line 
	– Stakeholder 04 
	Requirement for child victim testimony 
	Additional difficulties in securing convictions for THB, which are more pronounced in child trafficking cases, is the statutory requirement for victims’ testimony and the heavy reliance on this in prosecutions. This key difficulty was highlighted by many stakeholders. This highlights the need for child specialist interviewers where, according to the lead prosecutor in DPP v Edosa & Enoghaghase, trust needs to be established with victims to gain a full and detailed statement to assist the investigation proce
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	In some jurisdictions, you can do victimless prosecutions, where they can get human trafficking investigations and prosecutions without a victim giving testimony. To secure a trafficking conviction here, we need the testimony of the victim, that he or she was trafficked and what happened to them, and that’s an essential proof, because when you’re accusing someone, you have to sit in front of them and say that in court.  
	– Stakeholder 06 
	One stakeholder cited good practice in the UK, another common law jurisdiction, in securing ‘county lines’ prosecutions without needing to rely on child victims’ testimony by using ICT evidence, highlighting the increasing importance of collecting ICT evidence to secure successful prosecutions. 
	They’d see these kids with really expensive runners, etc, this would be a telltale sign of criminal exploitation. Those children are never going to give evidence against the adult gangs so how do you prosecute? What they did is they broke the communication. So they used the electronic communication, their phone, and they proved that their phones were in contact with the organisers, and they used the circumstantial evidence of their phones, not through the children themselves being willing witnesses. So, the
	 – Stakeholder 20 
	Statutory defence - non-prosecution principle 
	The Commission has also noted the need for a statutory defence for victims so they are not prosecuted for crimes they committed as a result of their exploitation. Currently, the decision on whether to apply the non-punishment principle is an administrative 
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	decision by the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions under the Guidelines for Prosecutors.
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	 The application of the non-punishment principle and the need for a statutory defence is particularly important for children who are victims of TCA, whereby the express exploitation is to commit crimes. It is also particularly important for child victims of TSE, where the UNODC recognises the practice of traffickers forcing women and girls to commit crimes and using them in low-level roles where they attract police attention
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	 and where the involvement in criminal activity then affects assessment of their credibility as a witness at trial.
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	Stakeholders had different perspectives on aspects of a statutory non-punishment principle for victims of trafficking. One stakeholder felt that a statutory non-punishment principle which mandated discretion was needed, but that it would not be a blanket provision and would be applied after a review of the case through a trafficking lens.  
	The Non-Prosecution Principle needs to be part of the legislation. It cannot be just a discretionary order for the prosecutors. It should be mandatory discretion, not just voluntary discretion. Of course we’re not talking about the blanket application of the non-punishment principle. It should be applied to all levels of offences, which means a thorough review of the case from the trafficking lens, and if it’s a minor, that child protection agencies would be involved. 
	 – Stakeholder 10 
	One stakeholder made reference to a lack of practical benefit for British and Northern Irish child victims as to the statutory non-punishment principle conferred via entry into the NRM and a successful conclusive grounds decision. The same stakeholder doubted whether child victims of criminal exploitation would avail of this due to fear of reprisals from organised crime and paramilitaries respectively and repercussions for them and their family from them being seen as a “snitch”. 
	Another stakeholder noted how the UK, by including statutory provisions, had actually made things more difficult as they needed to then legislate for a large number of 
	separate statutory exceptions. The same stakeholder also noted the need for formal and conclusive identification as a victim of trafficking before the statutory non-punishment principle could be availed of and that in the Irish system this was not necessary for prosecutors to apply their discretion. 

	Review of convictions for child victims of criminal exploitation 
	The non-prosecution of child victims of trafficking for criminal exploitation was raised by many stakeholders. Many felt that some form of review for trafficking indicators should be conducted of the cases of children convicted of committing criminal offences, particularly in relation to drug dealing. Such a review could involve looking at the child’s circumstances and background by child protection professionals using a trafficking lens. 
	You could have kids selling drugs under duress, but they’re investigated under the Misuse of Drugs Act. So there could be an organised element there. In essence, it could meet the criteria for being human trafficking for forced criminality. They may never be viewed or assessed as victims of human trafficking for forced criminality. If we had the resources and we had to look at all those cases where the children were selling drugs, and examine that from a human trafficking standpoint, they could have been co
	 – Stakeholder 22 
	Some stakeholders noted how prosecuting these children meant that the real criminals were continuing to act with impunity and recruit more children. Others considered that even if they were engaged in youth diversion programmes, such children were at least getting those supports and services and that being designated as a victim of trafficking in Ireland may not confer any benefit on a child who was engaged in such programmes in their community and being provided with psychological supports. 
	By prosecuting children, we’re actually perpetuating impunity, because the real perpetrators behind them are not being prosecuted. So they continue doing what they’re doing, they’re recruiting more children. 
	 – Stakeholder 10 
	Supports during criminal trials 
	The appointment of child legal advisers would support existing protections for children in criminal proceedings provided for under the Criminal Justice (Victims of Crime) Act 2017. Age-appropriate, child-centric and specialised support could also be enhanced via training of prosecutors and the judiciary to ensure child victims of trafficking are protected during proceedings. Child victims can avail of accompaniment services such as those provided by Victim Support at Court.  
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	National good practice – special measures for children 
	Children are automatically entitled to a range of special measures (including at investigation stage) during criminal trials under the Criminal Justice (Victims of Crime) Act 2017. The effectiveness of recent measures in supporting child victims were raised by a number of stakeholders, particularly those which reduced the burden on children’s testimony. One example provided was how when child victims were being interviewed by child specialist interviewers, they would also be interviewed by the prosecution w
	346
	346
	346. 
	346. 
	Criminal Justice (Victims of Crime) Act 2017
	Criminal Justice (Victims of Crime) Act 2017




	347
	347
	347 Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),, p184. 
	347 Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2024),, p184. 
	Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third 
	Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland Third 
	Evaluation of the Implementation of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive




	Span
	of the trial the judge will decide which special measures would be allowed to be used at 
	Span
	trial. Such measures could be flash cards or in the case of a young child a doll could be 
	Span
	used for anatomical explanations. This stakeholder noted how there was also potential 
	Span
	to use intermediaries when children were reporting a crime in a Garda Station. 

	Re-traumatisation of child victims at trial 
	A number of stakeholders highlighted how the common law adversarial system was deeply traumatising for any victim, but that for children it was very deeply traumatic. Given that child trafficking cases rely so heavily on the victim’s statements and testimony, some stakeholders suggested that it might be preferable for children if convictions were secured under other offences, such as organised crime or money laundering legislation where possible to avoid the need for the child to testify. 
	The real negative for our system is, and not much can be done without a change of legislation, is that victims have to give evidence. That’s the most difficult part, given they’re the most vulnerable people you’re going to have in your court system. Despite having the best social workers, the best Garda liaison officers, the best psychologists, it’s still a very lonely place when you have to give your evidence on your own. It’s very difficult for a child to feel safe in that environment. You really have to 
	– Stakeholder 22 
	 
	Our system is essentially re-victimisation. That does not happen in European countries. They make their statement, and that is part of the evidence on the file. The judge reads that statement; there is no more cross-examination… Before the trial started, all of the family, the mother, the father, the children, the brothers and sisters, got to give their story about the child. They got to say what the impact of this crime had had on them. And then the case began. So they had 
	their victim impact statement beforehand. Even if the defendant wasn’t convicted, they still got to say something. And that touched me, because in Ireland, no matter what happens, if you’re convicted, great. But if you’re not, you’ve been put through that trauma…the poor children, you know, they might be without parents, it’s really traumatic, and yet they don’t get to tell anyone how they felt about it.  

	– Stakeholder 13 
	International good practice – civil law jurisdictions 
	A number of good practice examples were given in relation to how investigations and trials were conducted in civil law jurisdictions which reduced the chance of re-traumatisation of the victim and supported their recovery, either by reducing their involvement at trial or allowing for written testimony or victim impact statements to be read out by judges at the start of proceedings. One stakeholder highlighted a Belgian trafficking case they were aware of where the victim was living in Ireland. They spoke of
	Compensation  
	The difficulties for victims of THB accessing compensation for their suffering are considered extensively by GRETA in its third report monitoring the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings in Ireland. It recommended the establishment of a special compensation fund for victims of THB, funded by the assets confiscated from perpetrators. This is supported by the Commission which recommends that proceeds from seizure and confiscation 
	348
	348
	348Council of Europe (2022), , paras 67-88. 
	348Council of Europe (2022), , paras 67-88. 
	GRETA Third Evaluation Report: Ireland
	GRETA Third Evaluation Report: Ireland




	349
	349
	349, para 88. 
	349, para 88. 
	ibid
	ibid




	orders be ring-fenced and used to establish a ‘Victims of Trafficking Fund’ to provide compensation and THB-related social supports and assistance to victims.
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	The Law Reform Commission notes there is a legally binding obligation on EU Member States to ensure that all criminal and civil national compensation schemes and legal advice are available to victims of THB which includes legal advice on accessing compensation. However, in relation to child victims, the law centre ‘Community Law and Mediation’ highlights how, when there is a conflict of interest between the child’s parents and the child or where a child is in care or an unaccompanied minor, in the absence o
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	Inadequacy of compensation mechanisms for victims 
	The issue of compensation for THB victims, including child victims, was raised by a number of stakeholders. They stressed the inadequacy of current avenues in Ireland and a lack of understanding and awareness, even within the legal profession and judiciary, of compensation for victims of crime and using asset tracing as a means to secure funds for compensation. 
	  
	It’s just appalling, appalling, there’s no compensation. There is none, forget it. I don’t think people are even thinking about compensation. It’s not on anybody’s radar. Even our compensation provisions themselves, you’ve got to get onto the Criminal Injuries Compensation Committee, you have to do that within two years. At this point people don’t even know how to do this, and then, honestly, it is a palaver and a half trying to get any kind of money out of them. 
	 – Stakeholder 13 
	One stakeholder highlighted how the Criminal Injuries Compensation Scheme was restricted to out-of-pocket expenses and also that there was a lack of clarity on who should make the application noting that LAB is not permitted to represent clients before the Criminal Injuries Compensation Tribunal under the current civil legal aid legislation. Another stakeholder noted how, while there may be better systems in place in other jurisdictions, many EU Member States seemed reluctant to properly address compensatio
	The Commission has previously noted that Ireland is an outlier internationally as victims did not have access to compensation for ‘pain and suffering’. Compensation for pain and suffering for victims of crime in Ireland was recently addressed by the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) where the Court held that EU law obliges Member States to provide compensation for both material and non-material damages, including pain and suffering. One stakeholder referenced this case and noted how they felt th
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	We need to look at whether the failure to transpose the directive about compensation is a breach of EU law. If we are talking about a Section 6 Order under the 1993 Criminal Law Act, then the judges need to be trained on that. Legal representatives and the Garda need to know and properly assess what is the loss to the client, so that can be put to the courts at an early stage. If that’s 
	not the proper avenue, then the criminal injuries compensation scheme needs to be expanded. It’s quite embarrassing internationally that no one in Ireland has received compensation.  

	– Stakeholder 09 
	The Law Reform Commission (LRC) has recommended significant changes to the current compensation for victims of crime including the establishment of a new statutory scheme, overseen by a new statutory body which would include compensation for pain and suffering, provide a contribution to legal cost and increase the time limits within which victims could apply for compensation. The Minister for Justice has now published a revised Criminal Injuries Compensation Scheme which allows for compensation for pain and
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	Partnerships 
	International cooperation 
	Law enforcement 
	From an investigative and operational perspective, An Garda Síochána regularly cooperate with international law enforcement agencies such as Europol, Interpol and Frontex, and the Police Service of Northern Ireland and National Crime Agency as part of the Joint Agency Task Force, established in 2015, to combat cross-jurisdictional organised crime. The US Department of State notes that various bilateral and multinational investigations and operations resulted in the identification of 336 victims and arrest o
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	GRETA welcomes improvements in international cooperation in THB cases and encourages Ireland to utilise international cooperation tools more frequently including Joint Investigation Teams (JITs) in THB cases,
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	 which are handled by the Irish Desk at Eurojust.
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	Ireland is also a member of the European Multi-disciplinary Platform Against Criminal Threats (EMPACT), and in 2024 to 2025 participated in 22 of the EMPACT operational actions relating to THB. A stakeholder noted, out of the 15 operation actions in which An Garda Síochána participate, a number relate to child trafficking and ICT-facilitated trafficking. 
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	The Guards are really well plugged in. EMPACT has been really fundamental for that. The Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions, too, and having people in Eurojust and in the Commission.  
	– Stakeholder 18 
	Europol and Eurojust assistance 
	The majority of stakeholders who discussed international cooperation, felt that the area in which this was strongest was at official level, particularly in law enforcement, although stakeholders working in CSOs also spoke about attending EU and European events and roundtables. In addition to participation in JITs as a way to improve international investigations, by accessing the expertise of Eurojust and Europol including in relation to ICT-facilitated trafficking, stakeholders also highlighted the resource
	Good working relationships where everyone is working towards improving things. Those Joint Investigation Teams and operational task forces that Europe coordinates, are very, very helpful and progressive. There is also funding attached to it. Europol arranges meetings and allows the exchange of information via their secure network. There is lots of cross-collaboration, which 
	is very, very beneficial because at the end of the day, Ireland is an island. We are primarily a transit or destination country when it comes to trafficking, so this international collaboration is really, really important.  

	– Stakeholder 22 
	Cooperation with the UK 
	Strong cooperation between Ireland and the UK and particularly Northern Ireland was cited by a number of stakeholders. It was viewed as important, not just in investigations and prosecutions, but also information sharing and learning from good practice in relation to protection and identification of child victims when developing systems and processes in Ireland. 
	I know the National Crime Agency and Home Office conduct joint operations with the PSNI, An Garda Síochána and the Government departments which is very positive. 
	 – Stakeholder 03 
	Learning from international good practice 
	Some stakeholders felt that Ireland could be learning more from other jurisdictions, particularly European countries in relation to our human trafficking response. They also noted the need for greater coordination in relation to at-risk and missing children and at civil society level. 
	The girls in care. They are 15 to 18 years of age. Obviously, we’re not learning lessons from other countries, like France and the UK. It’s unfortunate. You see cases that a girl has gone missing and been reported missing by Tusla and it is her 14th time being reported missing, you know?  
	– Stakeholder 11 
	 
	I think there’s a huge piece of work to be done. Trying to look at the all-island model. I think there’s a lack of connection or partnership between NGO 
	stakeholders. We need more of an understanding and more of a joined-up approach between Northern Ireland and Ireland.  

	– Stakeholder 03 
	International conventions and EU legislation 
	In relation to Ireland’s response to ICT-facilitated trafficking, GRETA recommends that Ireland ratify the Budapest Convention noting the increasing use of ICT by traffickers and the subsequent increasing importance of electronic evidence in investigations and prosecutions. The State committed to ratification via the publication of a Criminal Justice (Protection, Preservation of and Access to Data on Information Systems) Bill and the publication of further legislation to give effect to other provisions of t
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	Information and data sharing 
	A final point raised by stakeholders relating to international cooperation, data sharing and ICT was the need to improve shared and secure data systems, or make use of existing ones, for those working to combat child trafficking. 
	The International Children Gone Missing database. There seems to be only three children missing in Ireland, and they’ve been missing since 2005. We know that’s not accurate. There is a need for us to improve our data gathering in relation to violence against children. 
	 – Stakeholder 17 
	 
	[Regarding] international commitments and cooperation, I would love one repository, a really secure portal to keep active updates on numbers of prosecutions, or convictions.  
	– Stakeholder 18 
	National cooperation 
	At national level, the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration acts as the National Coordinator for the State’s THB response. The NAP commits to improving partnerships with CSOs via the Human Trafficking Stakeholder Forum and with educational institutions, however the Commission remains concerned that stakeholders, particularly CSOs, have not been involved to a sufficient degree to date in the NAP implementation, monitoring and review processes. Once operational, the new NRM will require extensive
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	Inter-agency and CSO cooperation 
	Many stakeholders felt that current cooperation could be improved and that existing inter-agency cooperation was a bit fragmented with anti-trafficking actors working in siloes. 
	  
	Each case provides a learning. So what worked in one case should really be informing practice in another, you know, and I don’t know if there’s enough conjoined thinking. I’m not sure we’re bringing all the dots together in an informed practice. It seems like it’s just each agency on its own. 
	 – Stakeholder 13 
	 
	When I started working in this area, one of the things that struck me was the lack of coordination and, you know that the players in the situation were very siloed. 
	 – Stakeholder 16 
	A number of stakeholders were particularly critical about the lack of meaningful engagement of CSOs in the national trafficking and child trafficking response. 
	It’s like a token tick box exercise that the Department of Justice has for stakeholder engagement for civil society. The agenda is set by them; they chair it and it’s tightly controlled.  
	– Stakeholder 08 
	Inadequate data collection 
	In relation to child trafficking, Tusla has established a Working Group on Child Trafficking, which includes An Garda Síochána and MECPATHS, with the Commission as an observer. This group is developing national trafficking indicator guidance to screen children and a training framework for frontline staff, reviewing the Tusla and An Garda Síochána Joint Working Protocol and taking measures to improve and enhance data collection and report on known and suspected child trafficking among Tusla service users. 
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	Poor levels of data collection at national level were cited by a number of stakeholders, many of whom noted that without this, the national response in relation to child 
	trafficking was not coordinated or sufficiently standardised, as it needs to come from an evidence base. 

	We need a national system to capture data so that we will have capacity at least to be able to pull some relevant data on the suspicion or reasonable grounds piece for children who come to the attention of Tusla.  
	– Stakeholder 15 
	 
	At the moment we don’t have a validated system which marks all the points of child trafficking, the purpose and other information such as the response by all the connected agencies involved. We need a new level of standard practice, standardised practice.  
	– Stakeholder 07 
	Data in relation to the risk or extent of ICT-facilitated trafficking was identified as particularly poor. 
	We are lacking data in the Irish context on this, on the extent to which ICT has been used in that grooming process, even though we absolutely know it’s happening, and if you do even a media search of cases that appear before court it seems prevalent. I suspect it’s just that that’s not really in the public’s eye yet, that a girl could be trafficked, and her trafficking could start on the likes of Snapchat. We could really benefit from more concrete data in Ireland on the extent to which technology is playi
	– Stakeholder 12 
	  
	6. Emerging areas of concern relating to child trafficking 
	The Commission has previously highlighted the NAP commitment to facilitate research into undetected human trafficking in Ireland and that child trafficking, TLE for forced begging, TCA and trafficking for forced surrogacy, forced marriages and illegal adoptions are currently under-explored. The Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration launched a tender on Research Ireland to gather data on child trafficking for sexual and criminal exploitation. The Ombudsman for Children Office, as part of a resear
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	I think the most prevalent types of child trafficking that are happening in this country are children being trafficked for both sexual exploitation and criminal exploitation. And it is happening on an alarming scale. 
	 – Stakeholder 08 
	 
	Regarding child exploitation trends at the moment, I’m seeing criminal exploitation and sexual exploitation. In some cases there is sexual abuse with associated criminal exploitation, so both are going on.  
	– Stakeholder 05 
	Given the OSCE concern as to the vulnerability of children to ICT-facilitated trafficking, the pace of new technological developments and the pace at which organised crime groups (OCGs) adapt to these, the use of ICT to facilitate child trafficking also requires additional and ongoing research, given the lack of data on this in Ireland and in light of the use of artificial intelligence (AI) to generate child sexual abuse material. 
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	ICT-facilitated child trafficking for sexual exploitation 
	EU statistics show that 92% of victims of TSE are women and girls, and that this is the primary form of exploitation of EU child victims. In Ireland, six of the ten officially identified child victims in 2024 were trafficked for sexual exploitation, and in the period 2022 to 2024, 13 of the 20 child victims of THB, were trafficked for sexual exploitation, 12 girls and one boy. A number of stakeholders referenced one successful conviction for child trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation although 
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	Although TSE of children has been prevalent for many years, the Covid-19 pandemic resulted in much greater risks of ICT-facilitated TSE of children as the world moved its activities into the digital space and children spent more time unsupervised online. In its Second Evaluation Report, the Commission examined how ICT-facilitated trafficking is occurring for sexual exploitation. With the proliferation of websites selling sex, and the fact that live sex acts can be viewed on streaming services, the evidence 
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	exploitation of children in Ireland has been identified by the Sexual Exploitation Research and Policy Institute (SERP) as a key area requiring further research.
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	Engagement with the private sector 
	Many stakeholders listed TSE and ICT-facilitated TSE of children as a key concern. They felt that not enough was being done in relation to holding the private sector to account for advertising sexual services online and making sure that children were not being exploited, even if the current data suggested that this was not happening to a great extent in Ireland. 
	Youth is highly prized in the sex trade. It’s something that certain sex buyers will, in particular, seek out. So what we would have noticed is in the advertising websites, with a big focus on Escort Ireland because it really still does have the monopoly in Ireland. My argument would be they’re facilitating sexual exploitation and trafficking in Ireland and they’re profiting from it. When you’re looking for victims of trafficking in the sex trade, and you’re using the websites, you’re looking for a needle i
	 – Stakeholder 12 
	The Joint Oireachtas Committee on Children, Disability, Integration and Youth has noted that children and young people are fearful of AI and how easy it makes it to groom and sexually exploit children. Children consulted as part of that report also highlighted the need for improved parental monitoring and education for children around the risks of exploitation online and round issues such as consent. Their views are supported by the Children’s Rights Alliance which believes current efforts to educate childr
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	insufficient,
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	 by SERP,
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	 and by the Irish Council for Civil Liberties
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	 which has raised concerns about algorithms pushing harmful and exploitative and sexually exploitative content on children. Related to this, the first operational recommendation of the Online Health Taskforce Final Report is that policies, strategies and solutions must be produced to address all areas of online risk to children, including harmful algorithms, exposure to and creation of child sexual abuse material (CSAM), including AI-generated content, and grooming for sexual exploitation, trafficking or cr
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	Sexual exploitation via social media and gaming 
	A number of stakeholders recognised the large increases in the online sexual exploitation of children being targeted via social media and gaming platforms and the lack of parental control of these platforms. 
	Now, we know that Snap Maps has been used in a number of grooming cases. Really, really detailed insight. And kids love it, and it’s really difficult to persuade them to use it in its ghost mode...The NSPCC in the UK made a Freedom of Information type request to, I think, the Metropolitan Police in London. Snapchat was used in 40% of all grooming cases that they covered. ICT is greatly amplifying the problem, exacerbating the problem. Snapchat and platforms like Roblox. You know, there was Hindenburg resear
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	criminals are using private messaging platforms to manipulate and groom children. We’re urging tech 
	giants to act as online grooming crimes reach record high
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	 – Stakeholder 02 
	 
	What I’m seeing is the use of video games. And making sexual exploitation a game. Like ‘show us your breasts’ and you get 10 points. 
	 – Stakeholder 13 
	Stakeholders mentioned that younger and younger children are being contacted online with efforts made to exploit them with many noting that certain age cohorts of children were contacted through different platforms. 
	Gaming is probably more popular with that under-13 cohort than social media. Around 38% of 8-12-year-olds say that they are gaming with people that they don’t know, and that they’re contacted by people that they don’t know through online games. Many kids will talk about being contacted by a stranger, or, you know, being in a game like Roblox, and somebody saying they wanted to see them naked and share their bed. 
	 – Stakeholder 02 
	 
	Some of the girls in particular are saying if they’re online and they have a public TikTok there is just a total expectation that they have what they call ‘randomers’ following them. These girls, and they’re 15, some of them are 16, might have a bunch of men over 55 that follow them. Some of those men will comment on their videos and try to message them directly if they have private messages. Those men will say things like, ‘nice boobs, nice lips’. Some of them have said that they get messages from these gu
	– Stakeholder 12 
	Child sexual abuse material 
	The age of children arose expressly in relation to CSAM with children aged under 12 targeted for this form of abuse. Some stakeholders noted the alarming increase in such material with younger and younger children being targeted by individuals and organised networks. They commented how CSAM and the live streaming of abuse and online commercial exploitation of children would constitute child trafficking, noting that this area would be worth examining in further detail. 
	Internet Watch Foundation based in the UK provided alarming figures in terms of the age of the children that are being targeted. They could see how much it increased in the past year, and they could see much more and more younger children being targeted online…. it was as young as 2-years-old. So the age was getting younger and younger and the severity of sexual abuse was getting bigger and bigger. They reported lots of rape cases.  
	– Stakeholder 10 
	 
	Remote child sexual abuse which is a big problem in the UK, in the Netherlands and France and in America, obviously. The Philippines is a hotbed for it, but I suspect it’s far more prevalent than what we’re hearing about. Basically, I pay someone in the Philippines 30, 40 euros by Western Union, and then she will abuse the child to my orders on camera. So that’s a big issue. I think that you could call it human trafficking as it definitely fits the bill. There would be no harm in IHREC getting involved and 
	– Stakeholder 11 
	ICT-facilitated child trafficking for other forms of exploitation 
	The Commission has noted that there is now little distinction between ICT-facilitated THB and ‘traditional’ THB given the prevalence of technology. The European Commission notes that organised crime groups and traffickers have increasingly moved online for all phases of trafficking as they adapted their business models according to demand during Covid-19. It also notes how children face a particular risk of online exploitation and how ICT has assisted the trafficking of children not just for sexual 
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	exploitation but also for labour exploitation, organ removal, illegal adoptions and forced marriages.
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	 EU data shows the increasing exposure of children to online recruitment and grooming for sexual exploitation, exploitation in criminal activities and forced begging.
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	 The Garda National Cyber Crime Bureau notes that in addition to being sexually exploited online, children are also targeted to buy expensive items and exploited in other ways by adults.
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	Recruitment for labour and criminal exploitation 
	Stakeholders were very well aware of the risk to children of ICT-facilitated TSE, but a number mentioned that children were increasingly being recruited online for other forms of exploitation such as criminal or labour exploitation. 
	These online platforms, there would be a lot of recruitment online, there’s no doubt that it’s happening. So, this goes back, a lot of state agencies’ understanding is of human trafficking, do they actually understand that there could be elements of trafficking within that? There could be children as well [as adults] being recruited online via, Instagram, Facebook, by job adverts, but they’re not genuine ads.  
	– Stakeholder 06 
	 
	I’ve heard of children being recruited online to do cybercrime.  
	– Stakeholder 17 
	One of these stakeholder’s spoke of how children were being recruited online, sexually exploited and then trafficked for other forms of exploitation both online and off. 
	Child trafficking has a huge element of technology, whether it’s during the recruitment phase, whether it’s during the control phase, or even the exploitation, as I said, like live streaming, child sexual abuse materials or any sexual exploitation of children. That sexual exploitation is sometimes used 
	against those children, to force them to commit crime. In the digital world, the child doesn’t know whether it’s talking to a peer or an adult, so the whole grooming starts there, but then when it comes to exploitation, there are also lots of offline elements.  

	– Stakeholder 10 
	Child trafficking for criminal activities 
	In its Third Evaluation Report, the Commission noted how TCA has only recently started being researched in Ireland with a focus on drug-related intimidation, and also in the UK due to ‘county lines’ drug dealing by children, where children are exploited by gangs and use mobile phones to sell drugs. In Ireland from 2022 to 2024, four child victims of TCA were identified, two girls and two boys, none were Irish nationals.  
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	Migrant children and unaccompanied minors 
	A number of stakeholders spoke about their knowledge of TCA in relation to migrant children and unaccompanied minors with some referencing Vietnamese adults and children being trafficked here to work in illegal cannabis “grow houses”. 
	Irish children – family networks and organised crime 
	TCA makes up 25% of child referrals to the NRM in the UK. A recent study on child victims of criminal exploitation in Northern Ireland notes the risk to children, whose families are involved in paramilitarism and organised crime, of being exploited to commit crimes such as drug dealing, shoplifting and money laundering. Given the extensive OCG links between Ireland and Northern Ireland, and the family networks 
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	 it seems unlikely that no Irish children have been exploited. A number of stakeholders listed TCA of children as their top concern in relation to child trafficking. 

	I think that forced criminality is probably the biggest area that we’re going to see where children are going to be exploited, as in criminal exploitation. There’s no doubt about it, because it’s so easy. 
	 – Stakeholder 06 
	The Greentown study and replication studies Bluetown and Redtown, all revealed how children are lured into criminal behaviour by family gangs and criminal networks. The Greentown study highlighted how children were often carefully selected for their personal vulnerability to exploitation based on their family history of crime including through older siblings and poor family support networks often due to substance abuse while also noting instances of grooming. The study also noted how difficult it is for chi
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	Lack of prosecutions for grooming children into criminal activity 
	In addition to being a large push factor for young children to become engaged in criminal activity, the family network aspect of child TCA has been highlighted by the Commission as a potential difficulty in securing prosecutions under the Criminal Justice (Engagement of Children in Criminal Activities) Act 2024. Although official 
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	figures state that 17 proceedings have been initiated since the Act commenced in May 2024,
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	 the lack of successful prosecutions under this legislation was raised by a number of stakeholders. 
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	92% of the children that they researched had a familial connection with the person who had exploited them and groomed them into criminal activity. I really think that legislation, the grooming legislation that was put into place in 2024, because that piece of legislation depends on the testimony of the child against the adult, there is not a chance that that’ll ever happen. And regardless of whether they’re even related to them or not, they’re not going to be a ‘rat’ in their own community.  
	– Stakeholder 08 
	At-risk children and children in care 
	The amended Directive references the vulnerability to THB of children in care and living in residential institutions. The OCO also highlights how children without adequate family support are often at risk of getting caught up in gangs and coming to the attention of the criminal justice system. The Child Law Project findings support this and documents instances where a lack of stable and appropriate care or foster placement have led to poor mental health outcomes and children coming into contact with youth j
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	identifiable targets for exploitation, particularly criminal exploitation was raised by a number of stakeholders. 

	[We need to have] the conversation of whether we’re talking about children who have behavioural issues, or children that are a bit isolated, or those in care facilities, and they’ve been an easy target. So what happens is that the criminals start targeting those children. 
	 – Stakeholder 10 
	 
	A residential unit often just becomes a target for people who want to traffic and exploit children as they’re a very identifiable group. 
	 – Stakeholder 15 
	Victim blaming of criminally exploited children 
	Regarding the failure to examine child offenders through a trafficking, child-sensitive or victim-centred lens, a key concern was that child victims of criminal exploitation were being blamed for their behaviour in a way other child victims may not be.  
	Victim blaming, and that is what is happening across the board, with children on the drugs piece who have been trafficked for criminal exploitation. The level of victim blaming is horrific. You have to employ that child rights-centred lens. 
	 – Stakeholder 06 
	Lack of awareness of indicators of trafficking for criminal exploitation 
	UNODC notes that the criminal justice sector needs more awareness of indicators of trafficking for criminal exploitation, as child victims of TCA are often considered suspects, which can hide the extent of the problem. The lack of understanding of the relationship between child criminal exploitation and child TCA was highlighted by the International Organization for Migration (IOM) as a problem in both Ireland and Northern 
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	 Persons interviewed by IOM highlighted the lack of awareness of the signs of TCA and how to identify child victims. They believed that viewing and describing such children as criminals, as opposed to victims, was one of the reasons the numbers of child victims of TCA were so low in Ireland and Northern Ireland in comparison to the UK.
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	 A large number of stakeholders agreed that there was a high risk that children were often being misidentified as suspects and offenders by law enforcement and communities. 

	I really think that the risk of misidentification, that they’re being treated as offenders and suspects, rather than potential victims is something that does happen.  
	– Stakeholder 13 
	Others felt that the issue was the State and agencies of the State were still unwilling to accept that grooming and recruiting children into criminal exploitation is child abuse and constitutes a child trafficking offence. 
	I think it is in terms of that broader legislative interpretation of trafficking for criminal exploitation. There has been significant investment on behalf of the Government into programmes like the youth diversion programmes. Considering that huge investment there’s a reluctance there to maybe look at what else it could be. Lifting the Lid on Greentown was nearly 10 years ago now and the findings in the prevalence study the following year clearly spoke to what is being described internationally as child tr
	– Stakeholder 21 
	Examination of child offenders for trafficking indicators 
	There is some evidence, however, that attitudes are changing with the Policing Authority reporting in 2022 that organisations working with children who have been caught up in criminality are now considering how children are being exploited by gangs to sell 
	drugs.
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	 One organisation relayed how they were now referring to this exploitation as child trafficking, however many youth workers spoke about poor policing practice by members of An Garda Síochána in interactions with these children including verbal and physical abuse.
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	 This is despite findings of a 2017 survey where Juvenile Liaison Officers in urban and rural areas reported that one in eight of the children they were engaged with had profiles consistent with children who participated in the Greentown study.
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	 A number of people mentioned the need for there to be a review of these types of criminal convictions for children and for the review to approach cases through a trafficking lens. 

	Without proper assessment on the surface it looks like they’re drug dealers, but until you go in-depth into their life, maybe they’re vulnerable and they’re easily picked and targeted and so they may never be viewed or assessed as victims of human trafficking for forced criminality.  
	– Stakeholder 22 
	Recruitment of very young children 
	In relation to TCE, a number of stakeholders mentioned how without action, the crime would continue as victims of this crime, they noted, often then became perpetrators recruiting very young children, an issue previously highlighted by MECPATHS. The recruitment of young children, below the ‘age of criminal responsibility’ has been raised by the Garda Inspectorate. Consultations by the Policing Authority support this assertion: with community and youth organisations regarding children lured into criminality 
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	targeted is between eight and 12 but that they were aware of children as young as six being exploited as drug runners.
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	As we all know, that’s what criminals do. They get the younger people because there are benefits to be got if you’re a juvenile arrested, you’re going to avail the juvenile liaison diversion system. And so they are being exploited by drugs gangs.  
	– Stakeholder 22 
	 
	Young kids actually being groomed by older kids. 
	 – Stakeholder 18 
	Some stakeholders mentioned how they felt that the failure to recognise child victims of TCA as victims of trafficking was similar to the State’s previous failure to tackle domestic violence and historical institutional abuse, noting potential legal action by victims in the future. 
	I always liken anti-human trafficking efforts to be similar to the efforts made over the last two decades when it comes to domestic violence. I think 20 years ago in Ireland, people were like, oh, it doesn’t happen here. We’re not going to talk about that. We’re certainly not going to acknowledge it will open up a whole can of worms. And I think that’s where we’re at with child criminal exploitation and with trafficking in this country. There’s just this reluctance to even speak about or acknowledge that it
	– Stakeholder 08 
	 
	The Council of Europe are very clear in their definitions. And they would say this is child trafficking. And the Irish State’s refusal will come back to bite them. We’ve seen case law in the UK where children were missed as victims of trafficking because the State decided they didn’t want to see them through that lens.  
	– Stakeholder 21 
	Child trafficking for other forms of exploitation 
	Labour exploitation 
	While not listed by all stakeholders in relation to Ireland, a number mentioned child trafficking for labour exploitation as a concern particularly with regard to children being trafficked to Ireland to work in car washes and nail bars. These concerns were primarily in relation to migrant children and them being trafficked and exploited particularly by their own communities.  
	What happens in a lot of the labour exploitation cases is that it is exploitation by compatriots from the same country.  
	– Stakeholder 18 
	 
	I am aware of cases of Romanian kids coming over from lower socio-economic groupings in Romania, so they are vulnerable because of poverty. They’re coming to Ireland to work in car washes and the farming industry. I often wonder to myself when I’m walking around town and I see all these young lads on their bicycles doing, working in the gig economy, I wonder, are they, some of them, being trafficked, you know? Like, young Brazilians especially, you know?  
	– Stakeholder 11 
	Forced begging 
	The European Commission has noted that while not a prevalent form of THB across Member States at just 2% of recorded cases, forced begging remains an issue which affects mainly Eastern European nationals including Roma ethnicities. Pavee Point, the Traveller and Roma Centre, has highlighted that begging is undertaken by non-Traveller and non-Roma as well as Roma communities. They have also noted that 
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	almost one in five Roma surveyed cited begging as a source of income.
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	 The report stated that many families living in Ireland experience serious hardship as a result of not being able to access social welfare payments, for example due to issues with the Habitual Residence Condition, ‘with consequences such as school non-attendance and effectively being forced into begging.’
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	As noted in the amended EU Directive ‘Trafficking in human beings has various root causes. Poverty, conflict, inequality, gender-based violence, the absence of viable employment opportunities or social support, humanitarian crises, statelessness and discrimination are among the main factors that make persons, especially women, children and members of marginalised groups, vulnerable to trafficking.’ 
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	The Immigrant Council of Ireland believes that in relation to trafficking for forced begging, it is primarily children who are targeted. In 2022, the European Commission reported an increase in persons with disabilities being exploited for forced begging. This could merit further attention in relation to child trafficking in Ireland.  
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	The US Department of State 2025 Trafficking in Persons Report noted, however, that the lack of screening in Ireland among child victims of forced begging and forced criminality may have resulted in children being penalised for unlawful acts they were forced to commit as a result of them being trafficked. This issue was raised by some stakeholders wondering if it merited further investigation. An Garda Síochána confirmed that there were child trafficking cases of exploitation for forced begging in 2025. 
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	Let’s say begging. Right? That takes a lot of work to investigate. So let’s say you saw a person on Patrick Street in Cork, a young girl you thought was 15 or 14, or a young boy, right? They’re begging. Is there a human trafficking and forced element behind that? That takes surveillance, monitoring, who drops, who collects, what does a young person do with the money.  
	– Stakeholder 22 
	Domestic servitude 
	Although there appears to be limited information at Irish and EU level regarding child trafficking for domestic servitude, Nasc, the Migrant and Refugee Rights Centre, have documented a case of a 14-year-old-girl who was trafficked to Ireland for domestic servitude following the death of her parents. MECPATHS explains how child victims of trafficking for domestic servitude may often live extremely isolated lives with little or no unsupervised freedom, which makes the crime very hard to detect.  
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	Barnardo’s National Counter-Trafficking Centre in the UK highlights how child victims of domestic servitude can be of any nationality but that children in the international protection system are often targeted. The Centre notes how child victims may be forced to endure ‘unbearable conditions or ‘working’ hours’ and that, at times, their work can be misunderstood as part of the child’s cultural heritage, making the exploitation even more difficult to detect and stop. Given how hidden this form of child traff
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	Domestic servitude is apparently significant in the west of Ireland for some children.  
	– Stakeholder 21 
	  
	Forced marriage 
	There have been no identified child victims of trafficking for forced marriage in Ireland, this is an area which has been under-explored. The NAP commits to examining the potential introduction of Forced Marriage Protection Orders and Europol notes that forced marriage affects both EU and non-EU national girls. The European Commission confirms cases of forced marriage for children as young as five and how generally it affects child victims from a migrant background. AkiDwA has found the same, noting that th
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	This phenomenon was raised by one stakeholder. 
	If you talk about forced marriages, it is happening in Ireland. Who is talking about it? 
	– Stakeholder 14 
	It has been reported that early and arranged marriages take place in the Traveller community with some young couples, aged 16 years and over, travelling to Northern Ireland to marry. Pavee Point has stated that early marriage is not a cultural practice among Roma per se but that it can occur in some Roma communities. The organisation also noted that factors such as social and political exclusion, racism, structural poverty and low formal educational attainment can make Roma and Travellers more vulnerable to
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	early and potentially forced marriage in the Traveller community was raised by a few stakeholders. 

	The marriage piece is an interesting one, as I have been cognisant of this among children from Traveller backgrounds and wondered whether it was still happening. I met with a Traveller group and I said to the young girls there, like they were maybe 16, 17 and they said what you do is you go up the North and there’s priests up the North who are known for doing this, they will marry you. They said when you’re in the Traveller community, you’re very restricted in childhood, like you’ve your curfew and you do w
	– Stakeholder 21 
	  
	7. Recommendations 
	The research, which included engagement with relevant stakeholders, has supported the identification of a range of areas for action by State agencies, specialist organisations and statutory bodies engaged in the trafficking response in Ireland. The recommendations below cover a range of areas including legislative reform, the NRM and identification of child victims, supports and services for child victims, investigations and prosecutions, prevention, partnerships, data collection and evidence-based policy. 
	1. Legislative reform 
	(a) Ensure full and timely transposition of Directive (EU) 2024/1712 
	Ireland should ensure the full and timely transposition of Directive (EU) 2024/1712, which strengthens the legal and policy framework addressing trafficking in human beings and introduces several provisions of particular relevance to children and ICT-facilitated trafficking. 
	The State, in particular the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, should ensure full and timely transposition of Directive (EU) 2024/1712, including:  
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ Fully implementing Member State obligations regarding early identification of, and assistance to, victims and presumed victims, and the establishment of national referral mechanisms; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ Making the best interests of the child a primary consideration in all trafficking decisions; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ Ensuring that child victims have access to child-sensitive investigations and prosecutions; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ Providing specialised training, including ICT-facilitated trafficking to relevant actors, such as investigators, prosecutors and the judiciary; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ Incorporating provisions relating to the liability of legal persons, including online platforms involved in facilitating trafficking offences into national law. 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ Providing specialist assistance and support in a victim-centred and child-sensitive way.   
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	(b) Ensure consistent application of the definition of child trafficking 
	Ireland should ensure that the definition of child trafficking is consistently reflected and applied across legislation, policy and operational practice. Under national and international law, child trafficking requires only an action (such as recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a child) and an exploitative purpose. It does not require ‘means’ such as proof of coercion, deception or movement. 
	Stakeholder interviews highlighted misconceptions regarding the requirement for movement or transportation for a trafficking offence to arise. This misunderstanding may contribute to the under-identification of victims, including child victims. This is particularly so in cases involving online recruitment, grooming and exploitation occurring within the State. 
	The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Anti-Trafficking Coordinator, should ensure consistency by: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ issuing clear national guidance confirming that movement is not required for a child to be considered a victim of trafficking and that Irish national children can be victims of trafficking; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ ensuring that this definition is explicitly reflected in training materials, operational guidance and investigative protocols across all relevant agencies; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ promoting consistent understanding of the definition among law enforcement, child protection professionals, prosecutors, the judiciary and frontline service providers.  


	(c) Consolidate child trafficking offences within a coherent legislative framework 
	Ireland’s legislative framework addressing child trafficking and exploitation is currently dispersed across multiple statutes, including the Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) Act 2008, as amended, the Child Trafficking and Pornography Act 1998, and other related legislation addressing exploitation and organised criminal activity. 
	Several stakeholders noted that the separation of offences relating to child sexual exploitation from trafficking offences may contribute to confusion regarding the identification and classification of child trafficking cases. Further efforts are needed to ensure clarity for investigators, prosecutors and service providers, and that suspected trafficking cases are appropriately referred. 
	The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, in consultation with the Director of Public Prosecutions, An Garda Síochána, Attorney General (Office of the Parliamentary Counsel) and specialist organisations and experts – including specialist agencies, the National Rapporteur, civil society organisations and survivors/lived experience experts, should consider: 
	448
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	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ reviewing the legislative framework governing child trafficking and child exploitation, with a view to consolidating statutory trafficking-related offences; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ assessing whether the current fragmentation of offences may contribute to the reclassification of trafficking cases as other forms of exploitation; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ ensuring that legislative reforms reflect the continuum between grooming, exploitation and trafficking, particularly in cases involving online recruitment. 


	(d) Strengthen legislative safeguards for child victims of criminal exploitation 
	Ireland has taken an important step on this issue through the Criminal Justice (Engagement of Children in Criminal Activity) Act 2024, which criminalises the coercion or grooming of children into criminal activity. However, further measures may be 
	required to ensure that children exploited in criminal contexts are consistently recognised as victims, and assisted and protected, as some stakeholders raised concerns about misidentification of children exploited for criminal activities and suggested that cases of ‘child offenders’ be reviewed for trafficking indicators. 

	The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, the Director of Public Prosecutions, An Garda Síochána and Tusla, should: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ promote the consistent application of the non-punishment principle, in line with international and EU obligations, and ensure its inclusion in statute; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ develop clear operational guidance for law enforcement and prosecutors on identifying indicators of child criminal exploitation, in consultation with specialist stakeholders and experts; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ ensure that child protection services are engaged at an early stage in cases involving suspected exploitation of children for criminal activities. 


	(e) Review legislative responses to ICT-facilitated child trafficking 
	Given the increasing use of digital technologies by traffickers to recruit and exploit children, further efforts are required to review whether existing legislative frameworks sufficiently address ICT-facilitated child trafficking and exploitation. 
	The State, particularly the Department of Culture, Communications and Sports, in consultation with the Department of Justice Home Affairs and Migration Ireland’s National Anti-Trafficking Coordinator, Coimisiún na Meán, An Garda Síochána, Tusla, and specialist organisations and experts, should review: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ whether legislation adequately captures online recruitment and grooming; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ the effectiveness of existing regulatory mechanisms under the Online Safety and Media Regulation Act 2022 in addressing online risks to children; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ the role of large technology companies and online platforms in preventing the facilitation of trafficking. 


	  
	2. Identification of child victims and the National Referral Mechanism 
	(a) Operationalise the statutory NRM without further delay 
	Ireland has taken an important step in placing the National Referral Mechanism (NRM) on a statutory footing through the Criminal Justice (Sexual Offences and Human Trafficking) Act 2024. This development was widely welcomed by stakeholders as having significant potential to improve Ireland’s anti-trafficking framework. 
	However, the new NRM has not yet commenced as of July 2026. The finalisation of Operational Guidance is awaited. Several stakeholders expressed concern regarding the delay in implementation and the lack of clarity regarding timelines. This poses serious concerns from a child rights perspective.  
	To strengthen the identification of victims and ensure access to appropriate supports, the State, specifically the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Anti-Trafficking Coordinator, should: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ publish and implement the NRM Operational Guidance including detailed procedures for identification and referral in consultation and collaboration with relevant statutory bodies and specialist stakeholders; 
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	LI
	Lbl
	→ ensure that the Guidance clearly sets out roles, responsibilities and referral pathways for all participating bodies; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ provide clarity regarding the functioning of the Operational Committee, Competent Authorities and Trusted Partners under the new system and ensure that its operations and assistance provided by agencies and partners are adequately resourced.  


	(b) Establish a statutory child-specific NRM or a child-specific pathway within the NRM 
	Stakeholders consistently emphasised that children have a distinct legal status, specific vulnerabilities and protection needs which require a specialised trafficking response. International guidance, including that of the OSCE and Council of Europe, highlights the importance of child-specific identification procedures that prioritise child protection and the best interests of the child. 
	The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, as National Coordinator, in consultation with the Department of Children, Disability and Equality, key statutory bodies such as Tusla, specialist organisations and experts, should establish a clearly defined child-specific NRM pathway, which should include: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ specialised procedures for the identification of child victims; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ mandatory involvement of child protection services; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ child-appropriate assessment processes and specialised assistance; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ safeguards to ensure that children are treated primarily as victims. 


	Such procedures should reflect the principle that child trafficking is a child protection issue, requiring strong coordination between trafficking and child protection systems. 
	(c) Establish a national focal point for child victims of trafficking 
	The OSCE recommends the establishment of national focal points for child victims of trafficking to improve coordination between anti-trafficking and child protection systems. 
	A national focal point can play a critical role in ensuring that child victims are identified early and referred to appropriate services, while also strengthening coordination between agencies responsible for child protection, law enforcement and victim support. 
	The State, specifically the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Coordinator, should consider establishing a National Focal Point for child victims of trafficking, with responsibilities including: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ facilitating cooperation between child protection services, law enforcement, immigration authorities, prosecutors and civil society organisations; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ supporting the identification and referral of all presumed and identified child victims; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ monitoring the effectiveness of child-specific procedures within the NRM; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ promoting consistent application of child protection principles within Ireland’s trafficking response; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ acting as a central contact for cross-border cases involving trafficked children and supporting international cooperation in child protection matters. 


	(d) Provide specialised training for all bodies participating in the NRM 
	The effectiveness of the NRM will depend significantly on the capacity of participating agencies to recognise indicators of trafficking and exploitation. Stakeholders repeatedly emphasised the importance of training for professionals involved in identifying and supporting victims, given the expansion of identification responsibilities under the new NRM. 
	The State, specifically the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Coordinator, in partnership with specialist organisations and experts, should ensure that: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ regular, standardised and specialised training is provided to professionals likely to come into contact with child victims or potential victims, in order to detect and identify them as victims; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ specialised training programmes are developed for all Competent Authorities and Trusted Partners participating in the NRM, including training on child trafficking indicators, ICT-facilitated recruitment and exploitation, child criminal exploitation, child sexual exploitation, and trauma-informed approaches to working with child victims; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ tailored awareness and specialist training for private sector organisations and industries that may encounter child victims or indicators of trafficking and 

	exploitation, including those working in transport, hospitality, private security, financial services and digital platforms, is considered where appropriate. 
	exploitation, including those working in transport, hospitality, private security, financial services and digital platforms, is considered where appropriate. 


	(e) Introduce clear timelines and accountability mechanisms within the NRM 
	Stakeholders expressed concerns regarding the absence of clear statutory timelines for decision-making within the new NRM. International experience demonstrates that assistance to children should be triggered immediately when concerns are raised that they could be a victim of trafficking and that lengthy identification procedures can leave victims without access to supports and in prolonged uncertainty regarding their status. 
	The State, specifically the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Coordinator, should ensure that the NRM Operational Guidelines includes: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ clear and realistic timelines for identification decisions; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ mechanisms for monitoring delays; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ appropriate oversight arrangements. 


	(f) Strengthen the role of child protection services in identification 
	International guidance emphasises that child victims of trafficking are often first identified by child protection actors rather than law enforcement, including social workers, educators, healthcare providers and civil society organisations. The new NRM provides an opportunity to strengthen and fully resource the role of Tusla and child protection actors, in the identification of child victims. The review of Children First also provides an opportunity to mainstream child trafficking as a child protection is
	The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, Department of Children, Disability and Equality, Tusla and An Garda Síochána, should ensure that: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ child trafficking is viewed as a child protection issue; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ child protection services are fully integrated into the identification process; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ professionals working with children receive specialised training on trafficking indicators; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ referral protocols between child protection and law enforcement are clear, operational and fully resourced; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ national child protection systems develop specific plans to prevent trafficking in human beings, including that of children in residential or closed-type institutions. 
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	3. Supports and services for child victims 
	(a) Ensure child victims have immediate access to specialised protection and supports 
	Children who are victims of trafficking frequently present with complex protection needs, including exposure to violence, coercion, sexual exploitation or criminal exploitation. Effective responses therefore require coordinated child protection, health, social and legal supports delivered through multi-disciplinary cooperation between child protection services, law enforcement, healthcare providers and civil society organisations. 
	Stakeholders consistently highlighted concerns regarding the availability and accessibility of support services for child victims of trafficking and exploitation, particularly in relation to access to social workers, legal guardians, early access to legal aid, safe accommodation and specialised trauma-informed care. 
	The State, led by the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, as National Coordinator, working in partnership with the Department of Children, Disability and Equality, the Department of Education and Youth, the Department of Health, the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage, Tusla, the Health Service Executive, the Legal Aid Board and other relevant actors, should ensure that all child victims of trafficking have immediate access to specialised, child-centred support services, incl
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ safe and appropriate accommodation; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ psychological and trauma-informed care; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ healthcare; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ legal advice and representation; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ education and social integration supports; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ appropriate specialised after care for 18- to 21-year-olds. 


	(b) Strengthen the role and resourcing of child protection services 
	Child protection systems play a central role in the identification and protection of trafficked children. However, insufficient resourcing can undermine the ability of services to respond effectively to suspected cases of exploitation. Many stakeholders raised concerns regarding the capacity of Tusla and other child protection services to respond to child victims of trafficking and at-risk children, particularly unaccompanied minors and those in State care. 
	The State, particularly the Department of Children, Disability and Equality, should: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ ensure that adequate resources are available to child protection services, including Tusla, to respond to cases involving child trafficking and exploitation; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ prioritise the timely allocation of social workers to at-risk children, unaccompanied minors, including in the international protection process, and all potential child victims; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ ensure that safety planning for children at risk of trafficking includes specific consideration of trafficking and exploitation risks. 


	(c) Expand and improve implementation of the Barnahus multi-disciplinary child protection model 
	The multi-disciplinary Barnahus model is recognised internationally as a good practice approach for supporting child victims of abuse and exploitation. The model brings together law enforcement, child protection, medical and psychological services in a single child-friendly setting to work together in the best interests of the child and to help 
	prevent further trauma for child victims. While the Barnahus model is not yet fully implemented in some cases in Ireland, the model itself is widely accepted as positive and effective. Barnahus centres currently operate in three locations in Ireland, primarily supporting child victims of sexual violence. However, the model has wider relevance for cases involving child trafficking and exploitation and could significantly improve the experience of child victims in the child protection and criminal justice sys

	The approach adopted by the Centre for Child Victims in Berlin is also of relevance given its focus on early identification and specialised expertise in child trafficking, bringing together specialised police investigators, prosecutors and child protection professionals in coordinated multi-disciplinary teams. 
	The State, including the Health Service Executive, Tusla and An Garda Síochána, together with other relevant statutory partners where appropriate, should consider: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ strengthening implementation of the Barnahus model in Ireland;  

	LI
	Lbl
	→ expanding the Barnahus model nationally, ensuring access across all regions of Ireland; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ assessing whether the model could be adapted to support all child victims of trafficking and exploitation, including cases involving criminal exploitation or labour exploitation; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ strengthening coordination between Barnahus and the NRM. 


	(d) Strengthen victim identification and support through the “Social Path” approach 
	The OSCE has emphasised the importance of a “Social Path” to identification and assistance, which allows victims of trafficking to access protection and support services without requiring immediate engagement with criminal justice processes. This approach recognises that many victims, particularly children, may be reluctant or unable to engage with law enforcement at early stages due to fear, trauma or distrust of authorities. Under the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, a victim should be provided with assista
	believing that they might have been trafficked, irrespective of their willingness to act as a witness.
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	The State, led by the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, as National Coordinator, should ensure that the new National Referral Mechanism reflects the principles of the “Social Path” approach, including: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ enabling referrals to be made by social services, education and healthcare professionals and civil society organisations. 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ ensuring that all presumed victims, including children, can access support services without being required to participate in criminal investigations. 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ prioritising child protection responses and the best interests of the child. 


	(e) Review age assessment procedures to ensure child protection safeguards 
	Stakeholders raised concerns regarding age-assessment procedures, particularly in cases involving unaccompanied minors and children seeking international protection, in light of the implementation of the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum. Incorrect age assessments can have serious consequences for vulnerable children, including the risk that trafficked children may be treated as adults and excluded from child protection systems. 
	The State, the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, including the International Protection Office, International Protection Accommodation Services, the Department of Children, Disability and Equality, and Tusla, should ensure that: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ age-assessment procedures are multi-disciplinary and child-sensitive; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ the presumption of minority is applied where age is uncertain; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ children undergoing age assessment have access to early legal and social supports, assistance and appropriate accommodation; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ assessments should be carried out by professionals with expertise in age estimation and child development, with relevant expertise potentially including social workers, psychologists and paediatricians; and  

	LI
	Lbl
	→ assessments should take account of physical, psychological, developmental, environmental and cultural factors. 


	(f) Develop specialised accommodation for child victims of trafficking 
	Stakeholders highlighted the absence of specialised accommodation for child victims of trafficking, noting that in some cases children at risk of exploitation are not placed in suitable care environments affecting their immediate well-being and long-term recovery. Children who are victims of trafficking may face significant safety risks, including threats from traffickers or the risk of re-trafficking. 
	The State, specifically the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, the Department of Children, Disability and Equality, the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage, and Tusla, should coordinate policy and activity to establish specialised safe accommodation for child victims of trafficking, and children of adult victims of trafficking. 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ This accommodation should: 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ be staffed by qualified child protection professionals;  

	LI
	Lbl
	→ ensure enhanced safeguarding measures; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ provide specialised trauma-informed support; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ facilitate access to multi-disciplinary care services. 


	4. Investigations and prosecutions 
	(a) Strengthen specialised investigative capacity to address child trafficking 
	Effective investigations are essential to ensuring accountability for trafficking offences and protecting child victims. Stakeholders highlighted the need for increased capacity 
	among law enforcement agencies to identify and investigate cases of child trafficking, particularly where exploitation occurs within organised criminal networks. 

	The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, An Garda Síochána and the Director of Public Prosecutions, should therefore ensure that additional specialised investigative capacity exists within An Garda Síochána to address child trafficking cases, including those involving multiple forms of exploitation and multiple jurisdictions. Consideration should be given to strengthening dedicated expertise within existing organised crime, cybercrime and trafficking units, ensuring tha
	(b) Develop specialised capacity to investigate ICT-facilitated child trafficking 
	Stakeholders repeatedly emphasised the increasing role of digital technologies in the recruitment, grooming and exploitation of children, including through social media platforms, online forums and gaming environments. 
	The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, An Garda Síochána and the Director of Public Prosecutions should address emerging forms of ICT-facilitated trafficking by strengthening the capacity of law enforcement authorities to investigate these crimes, including: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ enhancing training on digital evidence gathering and analysis; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ strengthening investigative capabilities relating to online recruitment and grooming; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ promoting work with technology companies and online platforms; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ ensuring investigators have access to technical expertise and digital forensic tools. 


	(c) Provide specialised training for investigators, prosecutors and the judiciary 
	Stakeholders emphasised the importance of specialised training across the criminal justice system, noting that a lack of awareness regarding trafficking indicators may 
	contribute to the under-identification of victims and challenges in pursuing prosecutions. 

	The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Coordinator, in cooperation with relevant bodies and experts, should ensure that specialised training programmes on trafficking in human beings, including child trafficking, are made available to An Garda Síochána, the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions, members of the judiciary through the Judicial Council, and defence counsel. 
	Training should include: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ the legal elements of trafficking offences; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ indicators of child trafficking and child criminal exploitation; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ trauma-informed approaches to interviewing child witnesses; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ investigative and evidential challenges associated with ICT-facilitated trafficking; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ special measures available to child victims. 


	(d) Ensure consistent application of the non-punishment principle 
	International and European legal frameworks recognise the non-punishment principle, which provides that victims of trafficking should not be penalised for unlawful acts they were compelled to commit as a direct consequence of their exploitation. Stakeholders raised concerns that children exploited for criminal activities may, in some circumstances, be treated primarily as offenders rather than as potential victims of trafficking or exploitation. Further efforts are needed to prevent secondary victimisation 
	The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Coordinator, An Garda Síochána, and the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions (ODPP) and Tusla should : 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ Ensuring the non-punishment principle is enshrined in statute; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ Ensuring prosecutors are familiar with and aware of the guidance on the application of the non-punishment principle, to use it effectively and appropriately; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ Training on recognising indicators and patterns of child criminal exploitation; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ Ensuring early involvement of child protection services in cases involving children suspected of involvement in criminal activity. 


	(e) Review cases involving children convicted of offences where trafficking indicators may have been present 
	Stakeholders expressed concerns that some children involved in criminal activity, particularly drug-related offences, may have been criminally exploited by organised criminal networks and may therefore meet the legal definition of victims of trafficking. Cases involving children convicted of offences where trafficking indicators may have been present should be reviewed. The objective of such a review would be to ensure that children who are victims of criminal exploitation are identified and protected, and 
	The State, including the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions in collaboration with An Garda Síochána and Tusla, should initiate a multi-agency review of cases involving children convicted of certain offences, particularly drug-related offences, to: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ examine whether trafficking indicators were present but not recognised at the time of investigation or prosecution; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ assess whether existing procedures adequately identify children who may be victims of criminal exploitation; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ identify opportunities to strengthen safeguards within the criminal justice system. 


	(f) Strengthen protections for child victims during criminal proceedings 
	Participation in criminal investigations and trials can be particularly challenging for child victims of trafficking. Stakeholders highlighted concerns regarding the potential for re-traumatisation during criminal justice processes despite many recent 
	improvements for child witnesses including the establishment of a panel of intermediaries.  

	The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, An Garda Síochána and Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions, Tusla, the Courts Service, the Legal Aid Board and other relevant bodies, should ensure that all child victims have access to child-sensitive investigative and court procedures, including: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ specialist child interviewers; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ the use of video-recorded testimony where appropriate; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ immediate access to legal representation and victim support services;  

	LI
	Lbl
	→ measures to minimise direct confrontation with defendants; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ consideration of specialised legal supports for children. 


	(g) Strengthen access to compensation for victims of trafficking 
	Access to compensation is an important element of justice and recovery for victims of trafficking. However, stakeholders highlighted challenges relating to the practical accessibility of compensation mechanisms and their general inadequacy. 
	The State, specifically the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, should review existing mechanisms for compensation for victims of trafficking to ensure that child victims are able to access compensation in an effective and timely manner, including through: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ improved awareness of compensation mechanisms including the proposed new statutory compensation scheme proposed for victims of crime; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ support for victims in pursuing compensation claims including for pain and suffering; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ consideration of the potential role of dedicated compensation mechanisms for trafficking victims, in line with international and previous Commission recommendations. 


	  
	5. Prevention 
	(a) Strengthen cross-sector training on child trafficking and exploitation 
	All stakeholders consistently emphasised the importance of training as a core component of prevention efforts, particularly for professionals working with children and vulnerable communities. Improved awareness of trafficking indicators among frontline professionals can contribute to both prevention and early identification of victims.  
	Training was highlighted at the research validation workshop as the key recommendation and as urgently needed and vital to the functioning of the new NRM.  
	Training should be available to: 
	→
	→
	→
	 social workers and child protection professionals; 

	→
	→
	 educators and school staff; 

	→
	→
	 healthcare professionals; 

	→
	→
	 law enforcement officers; 

	→
	→
	 youth workers and community organisations; and 

	→
	→
	 relevant private sector professionals working in sectors likely to encounter child victims or indicators of trafficking, including transport, hospitality, private security and digital platforms.  


	Training programmes should address: 
	→
	→
	→
	 indicators of child trafficking and exploitation; 

	→
	→
	 risks associated with ICT-facilitated recruitment and grooming; 

	→
	→
	 the continuum between grooming, exploitation and trafficking; 

	→
	→
	 the specific vulnerabilities of children in state care and migrant children; and 

	→
	→
	 the functioning of the new NRM and referral processes and pathways. 


	Multi-disciplinary training initiatives should also be encouraged to facilitate cooperation between all agencies and civil society involved in child protection and anti-trafficking responses. 
	It was suggested that a Training Sub-Committee be established under the NRM and NAP to coordinate efforts for training of Competent Authorities and Trusted Partners.  
	 
	The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, Department of Education and Youth, the Department of Children, Disability and Equality, and the Health Service Executive and Tusla, should: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ promote quality training for all professionals working with children; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ establishing such a sub-committee to oversee training; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ expand cross-sector training programmes on child trafficking and exploitation,  


	(b) Expand education and digital literacy initiatives for children 
	Given the increasing role of digital technologies in the recruitment and exploitation of children, prevention strategies must include education and digital literacy initiatives targeted at children and young people. Ireland has recently introduced online safety modules in the primary school curriculum, which is a welcome development. However, stakeholders emphasised the importance of ensuring that education on online safety, grooming and exploitation is embedded within the education system in a sustained an
	The State, particularly the Department of Education and Youth and its agencies, should: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ expand the integration of digital safety, media literacy and online exploitation awareness within school curricula, as well as for those not in formal education;  

	LI
	Lbl
	→ provide teachers with the necessary training and educational resources to deliver these programmes effectively; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ ensure that education and awareness initiatives address the risks associated with online grooming, recruitment and exploitation including for young children. 


	  
	(c) Support community-based prevention and awareness initiatives 
	Stakeholders highlighted the important role played by community organisations, youth services and civil society organisations in raising awareness of child trafficking and exploitation and in supporting vulnerable children. Community-based initiatives are often well positioned to reach at-risk children and families, particularly in areas where children may be exposed to criminal exploitation or online grooming. 
	The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Coordinator, in partnership with An Garda Síochána, Department of Children, Disability and Equality and Department of Education and Youth should continue to support community-led prevention initiatives, including programmes delivered in: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ youth centres; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ community organisations; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ local schools and educational settings. 


	Such initiatives should be designed to ensure that information about trafficking risks is accessible and age-appropriate, particularly for children and young people. 
	(d) Ensure transparent and equitable funding for awareness-raising initiatives 
	Stakeholders highlighted concerns regarding the transparency and accessibility of funding for anti-trafficking awareness initiatives, including uncertainty regarding application procedures and the allocation of funding. The Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Coordinator, plays an important role in funding and supporting awareness-raising initiatives. 
	The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, should strengthen prevention efforts and maximise the impact of awareness raising campaigns by ensuring that: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ a clear and transparent application process is established for organisations seeking annual or multi-annual funding for child trafficking awareness-raising initiatives; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ information regarding funding opportunities is widely disseminated to civil society organisations and community groups; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ funding mechanisms support a diverse range of initiatives and organisations, including those working directly with vulnerable communities. 


	(e) Strengthen measures to reduce vulnerability to child trafficking 
	Prevention strategies should also focus on reducing the vulnerability of children who may be at heightened risk of exploitation, including children in State care, unaccompanied minors and children experiencing social or economic disadvantage. 
	Addressing vulnerability factors can significantly reduce the risk of children becoming victims of trafficking or exploitation and the risk of re-trafficking. 
	The State, including the Department of Children, Disability and Equality, and Tusla should: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ develop targeted prevention strategies for children in state care and children in residential accommodation; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ ensure that risk assessments conducted by child protection services include specific consideration of trafficking and exploitation risks; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ strengthen cooperation between child protection services, community organisations and law enforcement authorities in responding to children at risk of exploitation. 


	(f) Strengthen efforts to reduce demand for exploitation 
	Reducing demand for the exploitation of trafficked persons remains an important element of prevention strategies. Ireland has introduced a number of legislative measures designed to address demand, including legislation criminalising the purchase of sexual services and the grooming of children for criminal activities. 
	Addressing demand can contribute to reducing the incentives for traffickers and exploiters. 
	The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration and Department of Education and Youth, should continue to evaluate the effectiveness of these measures and consider additional awareness raising and educational initiatives aimed at addressing demand for exploitation, including: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ public awareness campaigns highlighting the harms associated with exploitation and trafficking; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ initiatives aimed at discouraging the use of services linked to exploitation, particularly where children may be involved. 


	(g) Strengthen prevention strategies addressing ICT-facilitated exploitation 
	The increasing use of digital technologies by traffickers requires prevention strategies that address the online dimension of trafficking and exploitation. Prevention strategies should recognise that the digital environment has become a key space in which traffickers identify, recruit and exploit children. 
	The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, Department of Enterprise, Tourism and Employment and Department of Education and Youth in collaboration with Coimisiún na Meán, should strengthen prevention initiatives addressing ICT-facilitated child trafficking, including: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ awareness campaigns directed at parents, educators, children and young people addressing online grooming and recruitment practices; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ collaboration with technology companies and online platforms to reduce risks to children; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ education initiatives promoting safe online behaviours and digital resilience among children and young people. 


	  
	6. Partnerships 
	(a) Strengthen international cooperation in combatting child trafficking 
	Trafficking in human beings frequently involves cross-border criminal networks, and effective responses require strong cooperation between national authorities and international partners. Stakeholders highlighted strong existing international cooperation between police and prosecutors enhanced by Eurojust and Europol and the importance of maintaining and strengthening cooperation with European and international agencies involved in combatting trafficking and organised crime. 
	The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration and particularly An Garda Síochána, and the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions, should continue to strengthen international cooperation mechanisms relating to child trafficking, including through: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ strong engagement with EU and international bodies involved in combatting trafficking and organised crime; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ participation in Joint Investigation Teams and information sharing mechanisms including via opting into EU Directives;  

	LI
	Lbl
	→ enhanced cooperation with law enforcement and child protection authorities in other jurisdictions; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ information exchanges relating to ICT-facilitated recruitment and exploitation of children, including emerging online trends and investigative techniques. 


	(b) Strengthen cross-border cooperation between Ireland and Northern Ireland 
	Stakeholders highlighted the importance of cooperation between authorities in Ireland and Northern Ireland, particularly in cases involving missing children, organised criminal networks and cross-border movements of vulnerable children. 
	Stakeholders also emphasised the value of direct cooperation between civil society organisations operating in Ireland and Northern Ireland, particularly those working with children and migrant communities. Such cooperation can facilitate the sharing of 
	expertise, the identification of cross-border risks and the development of coordinated responses to child trafficking and exploitation. 

	The State, including An Garda Síochána, Tusla, the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration, and the Department of Children, Disability and Equality should continue to strengthen cross-border cooperation mechanisms with relevant authorities in Northern Ireland and the United Kingdom, including: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ information sharing relating to missing children and children at risk of exploitation; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ cooperation between law enforcement agencies in investigations involving trafficking or organised criminal networks; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ coordination between child protection services where vulnerable children move between jurisdictions. 


	(c) Strengthen national multi-agency cooperation 
	Effective responses to child trafficking require strong cooperation between a wide range of actors, including law enforcement, child protection services, Government departments, independent agencies and civil society organisations. The new NRM provides an opportunity to strengthen multi-agency coordination by bringing together relevant authorities responsible for identifying and supporting victims of trafficking. 
	The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Coordinator, should ensure that national coordination mechanisms: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ promote effective communication and information sharing between agencies; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ support multi-disciplinary responses to cases involving child trafficking and exploitation; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ facilitate the exchange of expertise between professionals working in different sectors. 


	(d) Strengthen engagement with civil society organisations 
	Civil society organisations play an essential role in preventing trafficking, identifying victims and providing support services to vulnerable children. Stakeholders highlighted 
	the important contributions made by organisations working in areas such as child protection, anti-trafficking, migrant support services and online safety. 

	These organisations often possess specialised expertise and are frequently among the first actors to encounter vulnerable children or potential victims of exploitation. They require adequate, accessible multi-annual resourcing.  
	Enhanced collaboration with civil society organisations can contribute to: 
	→
	→
	→
	 improved identification of victims; 

	→
	→
	 more effective prevention initiatives; and 

	→
	→
	 stronger protection and support services for child victims. 


	The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration and the Department of Children, Disability and Equality, should strengthen engagement with civil society organisations, particularly those working in: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ child protection and safeguarding. 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ combatting child trafficking and exploitation. 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ support services for migrant and unaccompanied children. 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ children’s online safety and digital protection. 


	(e) Ensure meaningful consultation with civil society, survivors and experts in policy development 
	Stakeholders emphasised the importance of ensuring that civil society organisations are meaningfully involved in the development and evaluation of anti-trafficking policies and strategies. Meaningful and ethical consultation with survivors and civil society organisations can help ensure that policy responses are informed by frontline experience and emerging trends, including those relating to ICT-facilitated trafficking. 
	The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Coordinator, should ensure that structured consultation mechanisms exist and are sustained so as to facilitate engagement with civil society organisations working in areas relevant to child trafficking and exploitation. This should include organisations and experts that are not formally represented in the new NRM including those with 
	Span
	expertise in combatting child trafficking and those working in child protection, migrant 
	Span
	support services and children’s online safety, given the increasing role of digital 
	Span
	technologies in trafficking and exploitation. 

	(f) Strengthen partnerships with the private sector to address online exploitation 
	Given the increasing role of digital technologies in the recruitment and exploitation of children, partnerships with the private sector, particularly technology companies and online platforms, are an important component of prevention and protection strategies. 
	The State, particularly the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Coordinator, working in collaboration with Coimisiún na Meán and other relevant Government departments, should strengthen engagement with relevant private sector actors to address risks associated with ICT-facilitated child trafficking, including: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ cooperation with online platforms to identify and respond to exploitative content and grooming behaviour; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ engagement with technology companies to improve online safety measures for children; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ engagement with industry initiatives aimed at addressing online exploitation and abuse. 


	7. Data collection and evidence-based policy 
	(a) Strengthen national data collection on child trafficking 
	Reliable and comprehensive data is essential to understanding the scale, nature and trends of child trafficking and to developing effective prevention and protection strategies. Stakeholders noted that the relatively low number of officially identified child victims in Ireland may reflect under-identification rather than a low incidence of trafficking. There is an opportunity under the new NRM to enhance data collection of presumed and identified child victims. Improved data collection in compliance with GD
	The State including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Coordinator, and the relevant Government departments and statutory bodies (particularly those bodies engaged in the new NRM) should strengthen national data collection systems relating to trafficking, including child trafficking, ensuring that data collection mechanisms are fully GDPR compliant. In line with the amended EU Directive, this should capture information on: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ the number of child victims referred; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ the number of child victims subsequently formally identified; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ the type of exploitation involved; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ the gender, nationality and age of child victims; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ outcomes relating to investigations, prosecutions and child victim supports. 


	(b) Ensure trafficking for sexual exploitation is consistently recorded as child trafficking 
	Stakeholders raised concerns regarding the classification of certain cases involving sexual exploitation of children, noting that such cases may be recorded as child sexual exploitation rather than as trafficking offences where trafficking indicators may be present. While child sexual exploitation and trafficking are distinct offences, trafficking may occur where a child has been recruited, harboured or received for the purpose of exploitation, including sexual exploitation. Improving the accuracy of data i
	The State, coordinated by the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Coordinator, working with the Department of Children, Disability and Equality, Tusla, the Health Service Executive, and other relevant Government departments and statutory bodies, should ensure that data collection systems allow for the accurate identification and recording of child trafficking cases, including those involving sexual exploitation. Clear guidance should be provided to relevant authorities to ensure th
	  
	(c) Collect data on both presumed and formally identified victims 
	The new NRM will introduce a distinction between presumed victims and formally identified victims of trafficking, which reflects international practice and may assist in improving early identification of victims. Collecting data on presumed victims, whether they enter into the NRM or not, will help provide a more accurate picture of trafficking trends and will allow policymakers to better understand the scale of potential victimisation, even in cases where formal identification has not yet occurred. 
	The State, led by the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Coordinator, should ensure that national data systems capture information relating to both presumed and confirmed victims of trafficking, including child victims. 
	(d) Resource and establish clear responsibility for the collection and analysis of trafficking data 
	Stakeholders highlighted the importance of ensuring that responsibility for data collection and analysis is clearly assigned within the national anti-trafficking framework. A centralised and GDPR compliant approach to data collection would support greater consistency, transparency and comparability and protection of trafficking data including with other jurisdictions. 
	The State, led by the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Coordinator should consider assigning responsibility for collecting, analysing and publishing data on child trafficking to an appropriate body within the new NRM framework.  
	(e) Strengthen research and monitoring relating to child trafficking 
	Stakeholders highlighted the importance of developing a stronger evidence base relating to child trafficking and exploitation in Ireland, including emerging risks linked to digital technologies. Improved data collection in compliance with GDPR will assist 
	policymakers in developing more targeted and effective responses to child trafficking and exploitation. 

	Research has been commissioned by the National Coordinator and the Ombudsman for Children Office, but further strengthening the evidence base will assist policymakers, practitioners and researchers in developing more effective strategies to prevent trafficking and support child victims. 
	The State, including the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Coordinator, should support further research examining: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ the extent and nature of child trafficking in ireland; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ patterns of child criminal exploitation; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ vulnerabilities among children in state care or migration contexts; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ how State care can be strengthened; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ the growing role of ICT-facilitated recruitment and exploitation. 


	(f) Support monitoring and evaluation of national anti-trafficking policies 
	Effective anti-trafficking responses require ongoing monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes. The NAP includes provisions for periodic review, which provide an opportunity to assess progress in addressing child trafficking. 
	Regular evaluation of policies and programmes and updating of the NAP, will help ensure that Ireland’s response to child trafficking remains evidence-based and responsive to emerging trends. 
	The State, led by the Department of Justice, Home Affairs and Migration as National Coordinator, should ensure that monitoring and evaluation mechanisms include specific consideration of child trafficking and ICT-facilitated exploitation, including: 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	→ prevention initiatives; 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ victim identification mechanisms; and 

	LI
	Lbl
	→ support services for child victims. 


	  
	8. Conclusion 
	This research highlights both the complexity and urgency of addressing child trafficking and ICT-facilitated child trafficking in Ireland. While important legislative, policy and operational developments have taken place in recent years, significant challenges remain, particularly in relation to child protection, the identification of, and supports to, child victims, the under-recognition of Irish children as victims, and the growing impact of digital technologies on recruitment and exploitation. 
	A central finding of this report is that child trafficking and ICT-facilitated child trafficking is likely substantially under-identified in Ireland. This is influenced by a combination of factors, including misunderstandings of the legal definition of child trafficking, a historical focus on migration-related cases, and the absence of a fully resourced and effective multi-agency National Referral Mechanism. At the same time, the research underscores that certain forms of exploitation, in particular child t
	The report sets out a comprehensive suite of recommendations across the areas of legislative reform, identification, protection, prosecution, prevention, partnerships and data collection. Taken together, these recommendations provide a clear and actionable roadmap to strengthen Ireland’s response. Central to this is the need to operationalise the new National Referral Mechanism with a strong and clear child-specific focus, rooted in child protection and providing access to a full range of appropriate suppor
	Future potential areas for consideration for research and policy attention include child trafficking for sexual exploitation, including ICT-facilitated grooming, recruitment and exploitation, and child trafficking for criminal exploitation, particularly in the context of drug distribution networks. 
	Strengthened information, data collection and research on the protection of vulnerable and at-risk children is also needed, particularly for unaccompanied minors, children in State care and other at-risk groups.  
	Importantly, the findings also point to strong foundations on which to build. Stakeholders demonstrated a high level of engagement, expertise and commitment to improving national responses to child trafficking. Positive developments such as the statutory footing of the National Referral Mechanism, increased focus on online safety, and examples of national and international good practice provide a basis for meaningful progress. 
	With sustained commitment, coordination and investment, Ireland is well positioned to strengthen its systems for identifying and protecting child victims, to respond effectively to evolving forms of exploitation, and to ensure that all children, regardless of their background are safeguarded from trafficking and exploitation. 
	  
	Annex 1. Child Trafficking Factsheet 
	What is child trafficking? 
	Definition of child trafficking 
	Child trafficking is the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a child for the purpose of exploitation. A child is defined as any person under 18 years of age. Child trafficking is a serious criminal offence and a grave violation of a child’s human rights. 
	452
	452
	452 United Nations, General Assembly Resolution 55/25, 14 November 2000, , Article 3(a), (c)&(d). 
	452 United Nations, General Assembly Resolution 55/25, 14 November 2000, , Article 3(a), (c)&(d). 
	Protocol to Prevent, 
	Protocol to Prevent, 
	Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United 
	Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (Palermo Protocol)
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	Key elements of child trafficking 
	 
	Figure
	The elements of child trafficking differ to those of trafficking in adults. The elements of child trafficking are the act (recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt) and the purpose (exploitation).  
	The crime of trafficking in adult human beings requires an act, a means and a purpose. No means, such as threats, coercion or bribes, are required for the crime of child trafficking, but this does not mean that these things do not occur to child victims.  
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	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. 
	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. 

	Human trafficking, including child trafficking, does not require any movement. A child can be trafficked without ever leaving their home or community. The recruitment of a child for an exploitative purpose is sufficient to constitute the crime of child trafficking. 
	What are the forms of child trafficking in Ireland? 
	Children are trafficked for the purpose of exploitation.  
	This exploitation can take various forms including, but not limited to:  
	→
	→
	→
	 sexual exploitation; 

	→
	→
	 criminal exploitation;  

	→
	→
	 labour exploitation (including domestic servitude and forced begging); 

	→
	→
	 organ removal; 

	→
	→
	 forced marriage; 

	→
	→
	 illegal adoption; and  

	→
	→
	 exploitation of surrogacy (where the surrogate is a child). 


	Child trafficking for sexual exploitation is criminalised under the Child Trafficking and Pornography Act 1998, and labour exploitation and organ removal are trafficking crimes under the Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) Act 2008. The Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) (Amendment) Act 2013 expanded the forms of child exploitation to include trafficking for forced criminality and forced begging. The EU’s Anti-Trafficking legislation was amended in 2024, adding specific new trafficking offences of surrogacy, for
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	Directive (EU) 2024/1712 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 amending Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims
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	In Ireland, sexual exploitation is the most commonly identified form of child trafficking, but there is increasing concern among stakeholders regarding criminal exploitation, (particularly involving children in drug-related activities) and the risks to children of ICT-facilitated trafficking, grooming and exploitation. Child victims of trafficking for labour exploitation have also been identified in Ireland. 
	How are child victims of trafficking identified? 
	Currently suspected child victims of trafficking are referred to An Garda Síochána for formal identification. The Administrative Immigration Arrangements set out the process that applies to victims who do not have permission to reside in the State. 
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	In July 2024, a new National Referral Mechanism (NRM) was placed on a statutory footing for the first time. However as of May 2026 this has not been commenced. The NRM will allow for the referral and formal identification of child victims by Tusla, and other State agencies (Competent Authorities) and civil society organisations (Trusted Partners) who will form part of the new Operational Committee. Although there is no statutory child-specific NRM, provision is made for guidelines on child-specific procedur
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	Under the amended EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, Member States are required to have an NRM and should promote or offer regular and specialised training to professionals likely to come into contact with children, to detect and identify them as victims. 
	Key challenges relating to the identification of child victims of trafficking include: 
	→
	→
	→
	 low awareness and understanding of child trafficking among the public and professionals working with children; 

	→
	→
	 confusion between trafficking, exploitation and grooming; 

	→
	→
	 over-reliance on immigration-based identification systems; 

	→
	→
	 failure to recognise Irish children as potential victims; and 

	→
	→
	 children being treated as offenders rather than victims, particularly in cases of criminal exploitation. 


	Improving identification is critical to ensuring that children receive appropriate protection and support. 
	How widespread is child trafficking in Ireland? 
	As child trafficking is a hidden crime, it is often under-reported and under-identified. It is generally accepted that the number of children who are victims of trafficking is higher than low official figures. 
	Number of child victims  
	Numbers of children identified as victims of trafficking in Ireland are low by international standards.  
	No child victims of trafficking were identified in 2020 and 2021. However, numbers have increased in recent years.  Five child victims were identified each year in 2022 and 2023 
	with 10 child victims identified in 2024.
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	Beings: Submission to the Council of Europe Group of Experts on action against Trafficking in Human 
	Beings (GRETA) on the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking 
	in Human Beings Fourth Evaluation Round




	 18 child victims of trafficking were officially identified in 2025.
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	Figure
	Type of exploitation and gender breakdown  
	A total of 38 child victims of trafficking were identified from 2022 to 2025. The gender breakdown of the child victims from 2022 to 2024 was 80% girls and 20% boys. The types of exploitation and gender breakdown include: trafficking for sexual exploitation (65%), predominantly affecting girls, trafficking for criminal exploitation (20%), affecting equal numbers of boys and girls, and trafficking for labour exploitation (15%), affecting both genders.  
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	While no gender or exploitation breakdown is available for 2025, it is understood that there were cases of sexual exploitation, labour exploitation in nail bars and car washes, forced criminality and forced begging.  
	Figure
	Nationality of child victims 
	To date child victims of trafficking have been identified mainly through the immigration system and none of the recently identified victims are Irish children. The failure to identify Irish or Irish resident child victims has attracted national and international criticism and does not align with UK or EU statistics which indicate that approximately 80% of child victims are nationals of and suffer exploitation within their own country.  
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	Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the 
	Regions on the progress made in the European Union in combating trafficking in human beings (Fifth 
	Report)





	Trafficking and exploitation risk factors 
	While it is possible for any child to become a victim of trafficking or exploitation, a number of factors and circumstances mean that some children are more at risk than others.  
	The European Commission highlights the following risk factors:  
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	→
	→
	→
	 migration, particularly for unaccompanied minors; 

	→
	→
	 children in residential care or other institutions; 

	→
	→
	 poverty;  

	→
	→
	 social exclusion; 

	→
	→
	 low education levels; 

	→
	→
	 members of a minority ethnic group; 

	→
	→
	 having a disability; 

	→
	→
	 suffering discrimination; 

	→
	→
	 gender (with girls and boys often vulnerable to different forms of exploitation); and 

	→
	→
	 unsupervised access to the internet.  


	Research highlights particular concerns regarding children: 
	→
	→
	→
	 in care being targeted for sexual exploitation; 

	→
	→
	 being groomed into criminal activity, sometimes by peers or family members; and 

	→
	→
	 going missing from care and being exploited across jurisdictions. 


	How are children recruited? 
	Some examples of how children can become victims of trafficking are: 
	→
	→
	→
	 by grooming (in person or online via social media or gaming platforms); 

	→
	→
	 by their family or relatives; 

	→
	→
	 by their peers; 

	→
	→
	 by coercion, debt bondage and control; and 

	→
	→
	 while migrating into Ireland or travelling within Ireland.  


	Trafficking often involves manipulation and control, rather than overt force. In many cases, children may not recognise themselves as victims.  
	Supports and services to child victims 
	A child-centred approach should be taken by all persons dealing with child victims of trafficking where a child’s best interests are the primary concern and they are treated as full rights holders. Child victims of trafficking are entitled to a range of supports from State agencies. Supports include: 
	→
	→
	→
	 social workers – provided by Tusla; 

	→
	→
	 psychological and health supports – provided by the HSE; 

	→
	→
	 education – provided by the department of education; 

	→
	→
	 accommodation and care;  

	→
	→
	 legal assistance – provided by the legal aid board; 

	→
	→
	 investigative Child Specialist Interviewers– provided by An Garda Síochána; and 

	→
	→
	 In-trial supports – special measures such as intermediaries and video testimony. 


	What are the signs that a child might be a victim of trafficking? 
	Children are unlikely to self-identify as victims of trafficking. There are signs and vulnerabilities that may present.  
	An Garda Síochána lists a range of potential indicators that a child might be a victim of trafficking.  
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	For example, the child might:  
	→
	→
	→
	 have no access to their parents or guardians; 

	→
	→
	 look intimidated and behave in a way that is not typical of children their age; 

	→
	→
	 have no friends of their own age; 

	→
	→
	 have no access to education; 

	→
	→
	 have no time for playing; 

	→
	→
	 live apart from other children and in substandard accommodations; 

	→
	→
	 eat apart from other members of the ‘family’; 

	→
	→
	 be given only leftovers to eat; 

	→
	→
	 be engaged in work that is not suitable for children; 

	→
	→
	 travel unaccompanied by adults; and 

	→
	→
	 travel in groups with persons who are not relatives. 


	An Garda Síochána note that other physical indicators that a child might have been trafficked are the:  
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	→
	→
	→
	 presence of child-sized clothing typically worn for doing manual or sex work; 

	→
	→
	 presence of toys, beds and children’s clothing in inappropriate places such as factories;  

	→
	→
	 claim made by an adult that he or she has “found” an unaccompanied child; 

	→
	→
	 finding of unaccompanied children carrying telephone numbers for calling taxis; and 

	→
	→
	 discovery of cases involving illegal adoption. 


	Early identification depends on awareness among professionals, communities and families.  
	MECPATHS highlight that while there is no single indicator that a child is a victim of trafficking, generally it is a combination of behavioural, physical and social and indicators:  
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	→
	→
	→
	 Physical Appearance: Signs of physical abuse, neglect, or lack of age-appropriate clothing. 

	→
	→
	 Personality/Mood Changes: The child appears anxious, fearful, depressed, withdrawn, or has significantly changed in temperament. 

	→
	→
	 Control/Isolation: The child seems dominated by another person, has no access to a mobile phone or internet, is constantly monitored, or is escorted everywhere. 

	→
	→
	 Runaway Behaviour: A history of running away, going missing from home, or expressing fear of returning home. 

	→
	→
	 Sexualised Behaviour: Using sexual language inappropriate for their age or presenting with early/unwanted pregnancy. 

	→
	→
	 Markings: Possessing tattoos or other marks that may indicate ‘ownership’. 

	→
	→
	 Family Involvement: A child may come from a community where ‘honour’ or forced marriage is embedded, or they may announce an engagement to a stranger. 

	→
	→
	 Educational Issues: Noticeable absenteeism, sudden drop in performance, or removal from school. 

	→
	→
	 Isolation: Becoming estranged from family or friends. 

	→
	→
	 Unusual Travel: Talking about family holidays abroad while appearing anxious or not returning from a visit to a country of origin.  


	Dispelling common misconceptions about child trafficking 
	Child trafficking: 
	→
	→
	→
	 happens in Ireland; 

	→
	→
	 happens to girls and boys; 

	→
	→
	 can happen to Irish children living in Ireland and abroad; 

	→
	→
	 occurs regardless of the ‘consent’ of a child;  

	→
	→
	 is a form of child exploitation but not all child exploitation is child trafficking; 

	→
	→
	 is not the same as smuggling which involves illegal entry into a country; and 

	→
	→
	 does not require movement within Ireland or any cross-border or international travel. 


	Key challenges 
	This research highlights several key challenges in Ireland’s response: 
	→
	→
	→
	 Under-identification of child victims, including Irish children; 

	→
	→
	 lack of a fully operational child-specific NRM or child-specific procedures with significant impacts from a child rights perspective;  

	→
	→
	 gaps in training and awareness across sectors;  

	→
	→
	 increasing risks linked to ICT-facilitated exploitation;  

	→
	→
	 issues with child protection and supports, including potential targeting of children in state care and facilities; 

	→
	→
	 insufficient recognition of criminal exploitation as trafficking; and 

	→
	→
	 weaknesses in data collection and evidence. 


	Key priorities 
	To strengthen Ireland’s response, key priorities include: 
	→
	→
	→
	 improving identification systems, including for children living in Ireland; 

	→
	→
	 fully operationalising the National Referral Mechanism with a child-specific approach for identification, protection and supports; 

	→
	→
	 expanding training and awareness raising across all sectors; 

	→
	→
	 strengthening responses to ICT-facilitated trafficking; 

	→
	→
	 enhancing protection, supports and services for child victims; 

	→
	→
	 improving data collection and research; and 

	→
	→
	 strengthening multi-agency, national and international cooperation. 


	Conclusion 
	Child trafficking in Ireland remains a serious but under-recognised issue. While progress has been made, significant gaps remain in the identification, protection and prevention of child trafficking. Ireland has strengthened obligations in regard to addressing child trafficking under the amended EU Anti-Trafficking Directive 2024. 
	At the same time, there are strong foundations for improvement. With the introduction of a statutory National Referral Mechanism, increased awareness of digital risks, and growing engagement across sectors, Ireland is well positioned to strengthen its response. 
	A coordinated, child-centred and evidence-based approach which includes education and training will be essential to ensuring that all children are protected from trafficking and exploitation, both offline and online. 
	  
	Annex 2. ICT-Facilitated child trafficking factsheet 
	What is ICT-facilitated child trafficking? 
	ICT-facilitated child trafficking occurs when information and communication technologies (ICT) are used at any point in the trafficking of a person under 18 years of age, for example in the recruitment, transfer, harbouring or receipt of the child for the purposes of exploitation, or in their exploitation. ICT can be used to monitor and control victims and for the creation and distribution of child sexual abuse material. ICT can include social media, messaging platforms, online gaming and digital tools. 
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	ICT-facilitated trafficking is not a separate legal category of trafficking, but rather a way in which trafficking, particularly the recruitment and sexual exploitation of child victims, is carried out. As with all forms of child trafficking, movement is not required, and the online recruitment of a child for the purpose of exploitation is sufficient to constitute an offence. Under the amended EU Anti-Trafficking Directive, the use of ICT to disseminate sexual images or videos of the victim, is to be consid
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	Why is ICT-facilitated trafficking a growing concern? 
	Digital technologies have significantly transformed how traffickers operate. International organisations, including the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), have highlighted how traffickers now only require basic digital tools to identify and exploit victims. 
	473
	473
	473 Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2024), , p7. 
	473 Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2024), , p7. 
	Policy action to address technology-
	Policy action to address technology-
	facilitated trafficking in human beings Report of the regional consultations led in 2023 by the OSCE’s 
	Office of the Special Representative and Co-ordinator for Combating Trafficking in Human Beings





	International evidence indicates that ICT has accelerated and increased trafficking activity, allowing perpetrators to cast a wide net rather than targeting individual victims 
	over time, as organised crime groups have rapidly adapted to make use of and exploit developments in digital technology.
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	 The delayed recognition at policy and operational level of the scale and impact of ICT in facilitating child trafficking in Ireland and across Europe has also been cited as a concern.
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	The internet and technology enables: 
	→
	→
	→
	 rapid, large-scale recruitment of children; 

	→
	→
	 increased anonymity for perpetrators; 

	→
	→
	 continuous access to children in private spaces; and 

	→
	→
	 greater capacity to manipulate and control victims remotely. 


	Legal and policy context 
	The amended EU Anti-Trafficking Directive reflects the growing importance of ICT in the response to trafficking and the online grooming and exploitation of children.  
	 It provides that: 
	→
	→
	→
	 the use of ICT in trafficking offences, specifically in the distribution of sexual images of a trafficked person, including child victims, should be treated as an aggravating factor in sentencing;  
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	→
	→
	 member states must ensure that law enforcement and prosecutors have the necessary technical capacity digital skills and expertise; and 
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	→
	→
	 prevention measures should include digital literacy, awareness raising and education. 
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	The Directive also introduces provisions relating to the liability of, and sanctions on, legal persons, which encompasses technology companies. 
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	Concerns exist as to whether existing legislative frameworks in Ireland adequately capture ICT-facilitated recruitment and grooming for trafficking purposes. Concerns also arise in relation to the need for new legislation and adequate enforcement of existing legislation including in relation to recommender algorithms and age-appropriate content. 
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	How are children targeted online? 
	Examples of how children may be targeted and recruited include in the course of their use of social media, and through messaging apps, gaming platforms and AI-driven tools. Recruitment often begins through grooming, which can now be done online. ICT has altered this process significantly, enabling grooming to become faster, more scalable and can escalate quickly.  
	Social media and online gaming platforms were identified as key environments for recruitment, with younger children particularly at risk through interactive gaming environments. Research suggests that children are frequently contacted by unknown individuals through online games and social media platforms, with some forms of exploitation beginning, and occurring, within these digital environments.  
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	Forms of ICT-facilitated exploitation 
	ICT is used across multiple forms of trafficking, including sexual exploitation, criminal exploitation and labour exploitation but can also be used to facilitate the grooming of children for any form of exploitation. International data and stakeholder experience indicates that ICT-facilitated trafficking is particularly associated with child sexual 
	exploitation and child criminal exploitation, including recruitment into drug distribution networks.
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	Why are children particularly vulnerable? 
	Children are particularly vulnerable due to unsupervised internet use, limited awareness of risks and their age. The OSCE highlights that children’s engagement with online platforms significantly increases exposure to traffickers.  
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	A key concern is low awareness among children and parents of online risks. Many children have limited awareness of trafficking, grooming and exploitation, and often do not recognise the risks or indicators of online exploitation. This lack of awareness can extend to parents and guardians, further limiting opportunities for early intervention and prevention. 
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	Challenges in identification 
	ICT-facilitated trafficking presents significant challenges to identification because:  
	→
	→
	→
	 exploitation occurs in private digital environments; 

	→
	→
	 children may not be aware that they are being groomed and exploited; 

	→
	→
	 children may not disclose abuse to parents, adults or law enforcement; and 

	→
	→
	 evidence may be difficult to access. 


	Investigation and prosecution challenges 
	ICT-facilitated trafficking introduces complex investigative challenges, including cross-border evidence and digital forensics. The European Commission has emphasised the 
	need for specialised ICT training.
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	 Such training would improve capacity across law enforcement and the judiciary and should involve integrating cybercrime expertise into human trafficking investigations. 

	Prevention and awareness 
	The European Commission emphasises digital literacy as key to prevention. Increasing awareness among children themselves is critical to vulnerability reduction, particularly in the context of ICT-facilitated grooming and recruitment. Education should focus on recognising grooming, understanding risks and developing critical thinking skills.  
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	International good practice, such as the Finnish model which focuses on developing ICT competence and online media safety skills in children from a very young age, has been praised for embedding these skills in education systems. Independent research has highlighted how 72% of Finnish children reported that they would be able to identify an offender trying to groom them online.  
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	The role of technology and emerging risks 
	The increasing use of generative AI represents a significant escalation in risk, enabling traffickers to create realistic identities, automate aspects of grooming and engage with children at scale.  
	CyberSafeKids highlights how increasing numbers of young children are now engaging with AI chatbots. The OSCE has highlighted that technological developments, 
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	particularly AI, enable traffickers to create realistic false identities, overcome cultural and other barriers, and operate with greater sophistication and reach.
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	The role of the private sector 
	Technology companies play a central role in the fight against ICT-facilitated grooming and exploitation. Concerns surrounding ICT-facilitated grooming of children include platform design, recommender algorithms and insufficient regulation. 
	Key challenges 
	→
	→
	→
	 rapid evolution of technology and AI; 

	→
	→
	 limited regulation of digital platforms; 

	→
	→
	 gaps in education, training and awareness, particularly among children and parents; 

	→
	→
	 difficulties in identifying victims;  

	→
	→
	 cross-border nature of offences causing difficulties for law enforcement; and 

	→
	→
	 lack of data, research and knowledge in relation to ICT-facilitated grooming, recruitment and exploitation. 


	The limited availability of data on ICT-facilitated child trafficking constrains evidence-based policy responses and the ability to assess the scale and nature of the issue. 
	Key priorities 
	→
	→
	→
	 strengthen digital literacy and education; 

	→
	→
	 expand training for frontline professionals; 

	→
	→
	 build specialised ICT investigative and prosecutorial capacity; 

	→
	→
	 enhance regulation and accountability of technology companies; 

	→
	→
	 improve identification of victims, including those exploited online; 

	→
	→
	 strengthen international cooperation; and 

	→
	→
	 improve data collection and research 


	Conclusion 
	ICT-facilitated child trafficking represents a significant and rapidly evolving challenge. Digital technologies have transformed how trafficking occurs, increasing the scale, speed and reach of exploitation, often without the need for physical contact. There have been delays in recognising and understanding the impact of ICT and there are growing concerns regarding increasingly sophisticated methods of exploitation, including the use of AI. At the same time, data on ICT-facilitated trafficking remains limit
	ICT-facilitated trafficking is closely linked to prevalent forms of exploitation in Ireland, particularly sexual exploitation and criminal exploitation, and may contribute to the under-identification of child victims, including Irish children. 
	Strengthening the response will require a more coordinated and forward-looking approach, including improved digital literacy, enhanced investigative capacity, stronger regulation of online platforms, and better data collection. A child-centred and digitally informed response will be essential to effectively prevent and address ICT-facilitated child trafficking. 
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