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Introduction 
This stud y focuses o n th e causes , extent , trend s an d effect s o f sex tourism an d traffickin g i n youn g 
girls within an d between Commonwealt h countrie s i n Africa an d between th e Africa regio n an d 
other region s of the world . I t compares th e incidenc e an d effect s o f sexual exploitation amon g girl s 
and boys . The stud y provides some informatio n o n th e cultural , religious , socio-economic an d 
socio-political context s i n which se x tourism an d traffickin g i n young girl s is practised i n Africa. I t 
also provides informatio n o n strategie s and action s taken i n different countrie s i n Commonwealt h 
Africa t o comba t th e sexua l exploitation o f the girl-chil d an d attempt s t o make recommendation s 
for action . 

Methodology 
This repor t ha s been compile d fro m a  variety o f secondary source s o f data includin g report s of 
workshops an d seminar s convene d a s part o f preparations fo r th e World Congres s Agains t 
Commercial Sexua l Exploitation o f Children (Augus t 1996) . Newspaper accounts , officia l an d non -
governmental responses , and som e studies and material s o n genera l prostitution wer e also used. 
Requests fo r informatio n o n commercia l sexua l exploitation o f the girl-chil d wer e sent ou t t o 
government department s an d non-governmenta l organisation s (NGOs ) i n ten Africa n 
Commonwealth countries . The fe w responses received provided additiona l information . Individua l 
persons involve d i n women's an d children' s right s work i n Commonwealth countrie s were als o 
interviewed an d provided valuabl e informatio n o n th e situation , an d action-strategie s relatin g t o 
commercial sexua l exploitation o f the girl-child . 

Organisation of Report 
This repor t i s organised i n six parts alon g th e following lines : Part I  looks a t current definition s o f 
key concepts use d i n relation t o the proble m unde r stud y and thei r applicatio n t o Africa. Par t I I 
provides informatio n o n th e incidenc e an d magnitud e of , an d trend s in , the commercia l sexua l 
exploitation o f the girl-chil d i n Africa. Par t II I outlines th e effect s o n victim s o f sex tourism an d 
trafficking whil e Par t I V examines causa l factors . Par t V outlines curren t strategie s an d actio n t o 
combat th e problem an d Par t VI has recommendations fo r combatin g commercia l sexua l exploita -
tion an d traffickin g i n girls and assistin g victims . 

Definitions 
This study , focusing a s it does on th e commercia l sexua l exploitation o f the girl-child , invoke s 
concepts which ofte n d o not rende r themselve s t o easy definition o r to a  common understanding . 
This sectio n attempt s t o introduc e som e o f these key concepts an d th e pertinen t issue s which th e 
various definitions raise . 
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Commercial Sexual Exploitatio n 
The wor d "commercial " i s used to distinguish between th e situatio n o f children i n prostitution an d 
the sexua l abuse of children which i s so common i n many communities today . Commercia l sexua l 
exploitation o f children wa s recently define d a s the us e of a child for sexua l purposes i n exchang e 
for cas h or in-kind favour s betwee n th e child , th e customer , intermediar y o r agent, an d other s wh o 
profit fro m th e trad e i n children fo r thes e purposes.2 Sexual abus e of children o n th e othe r hand i s 
subjecting an y child t o sexua l act s within a  community o r family withou t th e accompanyin g 
intention tha t suc h act s should be a  means o f generating incom e for eithe r th e victim o r any othe r 
person. 

It i s necessary t o distinguish betwee n commercia l sexua l exploitation an d sexua l abus e o f childre n 
for th e followin g reasons : 

In commercia l sexua l exploitation o f children, mone y o r other materia l thing s ar e given i n 
exchange fo r sex . The chil d i s doubly exploited — firstly a s a sexual object an d secondly a s a 
commercial object ; 
In commercia l sexua l exploitation , ther e ma y be an elemen t o f slavery. Children wh o ar e 
trafficked ar e taken lon g distances awa y from hom e an d kep t i n bondage t o thei r 
masters/mistresses wh o ar e usually brothel owners . Even children who ar e not trafficke d ar e 
under th e contro l o f syndicates, pimps and brothel operator s who exploi t thei r bodies fo r 
commercial purposes . The Unite d Nation s Centr e fo r Huma n Right s defines moder n form s o f 
slavery a s including : 

"...the sal e of children, chil d prostitution, chil d pornography, th e exploitation of child labour .. . 
debt bondage..."; 4 

Unlike chil d sexua l abuse , commercial sexua l exploitation ma y be controlled b y crimina l 
rings with internationa l link s such a s the Mafia , wh o engag e i n large scale trafficking o f 
children acros s boundaries a s a commercial venture ; 

A commerciall y exploite d chil d come s int o contac t wit h a  much large r number o f abusers an d 
the effect s o n suc h a  child ma y consequently b e more aggravated . Rehabilitative strategie s 
may also be significantly different . 

At th e World Congres s Agains t Commercia l Sexua l Exploitation o f Children hel d i n Sweden i n 
August 1996 , three forms o f Commercial Sexua l Exploitatio n o f Children wer e addressed . Thes e 
were: 

Child Prostitutio n 

"Child Prostitutio n i s the ac t o f engaging o r offering th e service s of a child t o perform sexua l act s 
for mone y o r other consideratio n wit h tha t perso n o r any other person". 5 I n Africa an d i n the worl d 
at large , child prostitution ha s grown i n leap s and bound s ove r th e pas t few years . Child prostitutio n 
usually goes hand i n hand wit h adul t prostitution . 

Trafficking and the Sale of Children Across Borders and within 
Countries for Sexual Purposes 
The 195 6 Supplementary Conventio n o n th e Abolition o f Slavery, th e Slav e Trade, an d 
Institutions an d Practice s Simila r t o Slavery defines th e sal e of children a s "the transfe r o f a child 
from on e party to another fo r whatever purpos e i n exchange fo r financial  o r other rewar d o r 
compensation". Sexua l traffickin g i s the profitabl e busines s o f transporting childre n fo r commercia l 
sexual purposes. I t can be acros s borders o r within countries , acros s state lines , from cit y to city , o r 
from rura l t o urban centres. 6 
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Trafficking o f children i s closely linked with sex tourism, which i s a situation wher e tou r operator s 
include se x with prostitute s a s part o f the holiday package. The expectatio n i s that tourists , 
especially thos e from develope d countries , will be encouraged t o go abroad o n holiday, by th e 
prospect o f having se x with foreign girls , whom the y conside r mor e naive , submissive an d unspoile d 
and therefor e mor e attractive. 7 Sex tourism create s a  large market fo r trafficke d children . 

Child Pornograph y 
Child pornograph y i s any visual o r audio materia l which use s children i n a  sexual context . I t 
consists of "the visua l depiction o f a child engage d i n explici t sexua l conduct , rea l or simulated, o r 
the lew d exhibition o f the genital s intende d fo r th e sexua l gratification o f the user , and involve s th e 
production, distributio n and/o r us e of such material". 8 However , sinc e i n most African countrie s 
child pornography i s an issu e that i s rarely discussed or heard of , i t was not possibl e to obtai n 
material fo r th e purpose s o f this report o n thi s form o f commercial sexua l exploitation a s identifie d 
by the World Congres s Against Commercia l Sexua l Exploitation o f Children. Nevertheless thi s 
should no t b e interprete d a s indicating tha t chil d pornography doe s not exis t i n Africa . 

Commercial sexua l exploitation o f children a s defined abov e puts the emphasi s o n chil d prostitu -
tion, se x tourism an d traffickin g o f children. B y doing so , other forms o f sexual exploitation o f a 
commercial natur e ar e ignored . Within th e African settin g ther e i s a practice o f relatively well-of f 
adult men sexuall y exploitin g ver y young girls , particularly schoo l girl s and payin g for thos e sexua l 
favours wit h mone y an d othe r gifts . This so-calle d "suga r daddy" syndrome i s a form o f commercia l 
sexual exploitation o f children, particularl y o f those i n the 13-1 8 age bracket. Ther e ma y therefor e 
be a  need t o deviate from th e classi c definition o f prostitution envisage d b y Benjamin an d Master s 
(1964) wh o identifie d th e following five  elements : 

prostitution involve s a  person sellin g sexual services ; 

the selle r receives money which i s paid by the buye r i n a  direct way rather tha n indirectl y 
as gifts ; 

the selle r provides sexua l services to a  large number o f persons; 

the relationship betwee n th e selle r and buye r i s transient ; 

the relationship betwee n th e buye r and selle r i s also impersonal an d anonymous . 

The commercia l sexua l exploitation o f children i s a wider concep t tha n prostitution . I t include s th e 
latter but extend s t o other vice s and practices al l of which nee d t o be addressed a t both th e polic y 
and strategy level . 

Who is a Child? 

The Conventio n o n th e Right s o f the Chil d define s a  "child" as anyone belo w the ag e of 1 8 years 
unless, under th e la w applicable t o the child , majorit y i s attained earlier . However , ther e ar e 
difficulties i n defining a  child i n those African traditiona l societie s where a  30 year old female wh o 
is still unmarried an d has no childre n ma y be regarded a s a girl, whilst a  1 4 year old gir l who i s 
married an d has a  child i s regarded a s a woman. I n many African societies , early marriages ar e 
common an d a  girl i s considered a  woman, read y for marriag e a t puberty. Some existin g nationa l 
laws condone an d perpetuat e thi s state o f affairs b y ignoring th e issu e of age in lega l marriages. I n 
such situations , me n wh o ar e legally married t o children unde r customar y la w are exempt fro m la w 
prohibiting sexua l intercourse with children . 

However, fo r purposes o f this report , a  child wil l be taken a s any person belo w th e ag e of 1 8 years. 
This i s the definition adopte d b y the Conventio n o n th e Right s o f the Child , whic h a s of 199 5 ha d 
been ratifie d b y over 1 7 Commonwealth Africa n countries.9 
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Incidence, Magnitude and Trends 
It i s difficult, wit h th e limite d amoun t o f information available , t o stat e with certainty , th e actua l 
incidence o f commercial sexua l exploitation o f the girl-chil d withi n o r between Commonwealt h 
African countrie s o r with othe r regions . Similarly , ther e i s inadequate dat a t o make categorica l 
statements abou t th e magnitud e o f the problem. There ar e many factors contributin g t o the deart h 
of information. So-calle d Africa n value s and moralit y mad e se x a  taboo topic . I t was never a  topic 
for discussio n i n public. Prostitution an d sexua l exploitation , therefore , ha s unti l very recently no t 
been covere d by the media , religious establishment s o r government departments . I n many countrie s 
sexual activity wit h a  minor o r coercing suc h a  minor int o prostitution (an d related offences ) ar e 
criminal offence s attractin g stif f penalties . The resul t i s that a  lot o f the organise d commercia l 
sexual exploitation o f children i s secretive. This i s particularly s o in cases of sex tourism an d 
trafficking i n girls . The situatio n i s aggravated b y wide-spread corruptio n amon g la w enforcemen t 
agencies, who offe r protectio n t o brothels an d hotel s offering youn g children t o male customers . A n 
interview wit h on e police office r disclose d tha t i n spite of clear law s against child prostitution, th e 
keeping o f minors for purposes o f sexual intercourse , brothel-keeping etc. , junior officers ' attempt s 
to deal with th e problem ar e hampered b y "directives from highe r up i n the police hierarchy" t o 
release suspects and discontinu e action . Even where police officers roun d u p prostitutes, th e 
preferred actio n i n the cas e of children i s a caution an d retur n t o parental custod y etc. , withou t 
making crimina l charges . This mean s tha t polic e records may not b e a  true reflection o f th e 
magnitude o f the problem o f commercial sexua l exploitation . Prostitution , whethe r involvin g 
children o r adults , has also not attracte d academi c inquiry , makin g i t a  less understood phenome -
non. There i s also a tendency t o equat e commercia l sexua l exploitation wit h prostitution whils t 
ignoring othe r forms o f exploitation (e.g . the suga r daddy syndrome , sex tourism an d trafficking) . 
Thus ther e i s even les s information availabl e o n th e latte r forms o f commercial sexua l exploitation . 

Child Prostitution 
There is , however, adequat e informatio n t o show tha t th e commercia l sexua l exploitation o f th e 
girl-child i s a serious problem i n Commonwealth Afric a an d othe r Africa n countrie s jus t as it i s in 
other region s of the world . Girl s and boys , some as young as nine year s old work as prostitutes i n 
some cities . Many work under th e contro l o f ruthless syndicate s o r individua l pimps while other s 
work on thei r own , ofte n stayin g i n peri-urban township s an d ply the street s a t night. I n countrie s 
where ther e i s armed conflict , man y young girls fleeing th e fighting , or , separated from familie s o r 
orphaned, hav e ende d u p i n prostitution . 

Civil war has lef t familie s dislocated , man y i n shacks an d o n th e streets . In such situations youn g 
girls have drifte d int o prostitution t o suppor t themselves . Girls a s young a s 14 , including schoo l 
girls, ply the street s a t night , particularl y i n areas around touris t hotel s an d nigh t clubs . Many mor e 
children, som e a s young a s nine year s are sexually exploite d a s prostitutes i n slum areas . Younger 
street girl s are victims o f commercial sexua l exploitation , bein g pimped an d controlle d b y olde r 
street boys and girls . Many young girl s are trafficked betwee n neighbourin g countries . 

Sex Tourism 
Although ther e i s a dearth o f written informatio n o n th e incidenc e an d magnitud e o f sex tourism i n 
Africa, interview s with people workin g i n th e touris m business an d som e law enforcement officer s 
reveal tha t th e availabilit y o f young, beautifu l an d "exotic " women read y to entertain tourist s ha s 
always been a  major attractio n i n some countries i n Africa. Som e hotel s ar e known t o give taci t 
approval t o young child prostitutes , while other s ar e said to actuall y "organise " both boys and girl s 
for thei r customers . A particula r hote l was said to "specialise" in young boys for it s Europea n 
clientele. Where thi s practice i s encouraged o r condoned, tha t i n turn attract s man y mor e youn g 
girls from rura l area s who fall victi m t o thi s exploitation . I t also provides a  market fo r recruiter s wh o 
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coerce an d deceive parents t o release young girls for supposedl y lucrativ e jobs as domestic workers . 
These girl s then becom e victims of trafficking an d ar e usually recruited b y older prostitutes an d me n 
known t o the famil y o f the young girls . 

Young girl prostitutes expressl y admi t t o preferring tourist s t o thei r loca l clientele du e to th e 
prospect o f having bette r pa y and othe r favours. 11 

Trafficking in Girls 
Just a s in the cas e of sex tourism, ther e i s very littl e informatio n o n th e magnitud e o f the problem of 
trafficking i n children fo r prostitution o r other form s o f commercial sexua l exploitation . However , 
recent investigation s o n traffickin g i n women reveale d a  significant incidenc e o f trafficking i n girls 
ostensibly t o work a s domestic workers , but endin g up a s victims of commercial sexua l exploitation . 
Some young girls from Afric a ar e also trafficked t o European countries . Incident s hav e als o been 
reported o f trafficking i n young girls , mostly by relatives, t o countries i n the Middl e Eas t to satisf y 
the demand s for young girl s by a migrant clientele , man y o f whom ar e of Asian origin . 

The "Sugar Daddy" Syndrome 
In many African countries , young girls , particularly betwee n th e age s of 1 1 to 18 , are victims of 
sexual exploitation b y adul t men , man y o f whom ar e old enoug h t o be thei r father s an d wit h 
families o f their own . This i s not commonl y considere d t o amoun t t o prostitution, primaril y becaus e 
the gir l will have on e suga r daddy a t a  time, rather tha n man y differen t sexua l partners o f a casual 
nature. The distinctio n is , however, narrowe r tha n i t looks. Most men involve d i n these relation -
ships are looking fo r casua l sex  with no string s attache d an d ar e willing t o pay for i t i n terms of gift s 
and money . Many girl s are also looking for thos e financia l an d materia l benefits , althoug h th e girl s 
sometimes en d u p getting emotionall y involved . This works to thei r disadvantage a s the suga r 
daddy sever s the relationshi p t o avoi d suc h entanglements . 

Statistical dat a on thi s form o f commercial sexua l exploitation i s very limited , eve n thoug h i t is 
widespread i n African citie s an d towns . Schoolgirls from lowe r incom e familie s wh o want t o kee p 
up with thei r more affluen t schoolmate s ar e particularly vulnerable . 

Effects of Commercial Sexual Exploitation on Children 
The negativ e impac t o f commercial sexua l exploitation o f girls and boys i s profound an d ofte n 
permanent. Th e effect s rang e from medica l conditions t o physical, psychological an d sociologica l 
damage. This section outline s som e of the mai n effects . 

Due t o the fac t tha t commerciall y exploite d girl s undergo repeated sexua l intercourse wit h man y 
adult men , case s of rectal fissures , lesions , poor sphincte r contro l an d lacerate d vagina s ar e common . 
As a  result o f varying degrees of cruelty an d sadis m practised b y the men , case s of foreign bodie s i n 
the anu s or vagina, chroni c chokin g from gonorrhoea l tonsilliti s an d eve n death b y asphyxiatio n 
are not uncommon . 

Commercially sexuall y exploite d girl s are exposed dail y t o the ris k of infection wit h variou s sexuall y 
transmitted diseases , including HI V infection . The y ar e particularly vulnerabl e becaus e the y canno t 
insist on safe sex practices with thei r man y so-calle d customers . Due t o thei r fea r o f arrest and/o r 
institutionalisation, couple d wit h th e hardships face d i n thei r day-to-da y existence , man y suc h girl s 
do not g o for regula r examinatio n an d treatment , a  fact whic h expose s them t o further reinfectio n 
and permanen t damage . Psychologica l consequence s includ e sever e depression, suicida l tendencie s 
and los s of trust i n adult s o r other person s excep t fo r youn g girl s in the sam e position a s themselves . 
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There ar e severe socia l consequences too . Child victim s ar e inadequately protecte d b y law and thei r 
problem i s addressed throug h misconceive d retrieva l programmes. They ar e often treate d a s 
criminals an d subjecte d t o militaristi c o r disciplinarian approache s which leav e them with littl e 
recourse bu t t o ply the street s where the y fal l victims t o so-called "protectors" . Social stigma is 
attached t o prostitution, withou t an y regard a s to how th e young girl s ended u p i n tha t situation . 
This leave s them a s social outcasts , even when the y tr y to return t o thei r communities . Many youn g 
girls are exposed t o addictive drug s which brin g with the m new dimensions o f dependency an d 
exploitation. 

Where girl s are trafficked fo r purposes o f commercial sexua l exploitation , the y ar e the victims of 
more tha n on e wrong . They ar e sexually exploited an d the y ar e always a t the ris k of arrest a s illegal 
immigrants i n the countr y o f destination. They ar e i n a  strange environmen t wit h no friends an d 
they ar e cut of f from thei r families . They ar e a t the sol e mercy of their trafficke r o r those t o who m 
they were sold . 

Causal Factors 
The type s of backgrounds an d situation s i n which childre n ar e victimised ar e manifold an d 
intricately linked . The underlyin g cause s are numerous an d complex . They rang e from th e 
expansion o f global marke t forces an d a  growing materialism perpetuated b y the media , t o rapi d 
social transformation an d th e erosio n o f values, nationally an d locally . They includ e politica l an d 
economic injustice s leadin g t o migration, urbanisatio n an d family disintegration . The y als o includ e 
ancient an d prevailing cultura l attitude s which accor d lo w status t o girl s and women . None o f thes e 
forces shoul d b e looke d a t i n isolation ; usually , two or more o f them combin e t o produce a  thrivin g 
ground fo r commercia l sexua l exploitation . 

Poverty 
Poverty i s a situation o f deprivation an d lac k of self-sustenance, th e inabilit y t o provide onesel f 
with th e basi c needs, food, shelte r an d clothing . Mos t African countrie s ar e poor countrie s wit h 
very low per capit a income s (usuall y below $250) , which i s far below th e cut-of f poin t o f $370, th e 
yardstick for categorisin g countrie s a s poor. The economie s o f most African countrie s have a  large 
subsistence sector ; i n some countries , up t o 8 0 per cent o f the population ar e peasants who liv e 
directly of f the land . 

Many Africans liv e on th e edg e of destitution. I n some cases , parents ma y be desperate enoug h t o 
sell their ow n children . A  cas e was reported o f a woman wh o trie d t o sel l off her si x year-old 
daughter, allegin g tha t sh e could no t affor d t o loo k afte r her . Such case s are not isolated . Povert y 
also makes parents vulnerabl e t o the deceptio n an d trick s used by individuals recruitin g children , 
particularly girls , for commercia l sexua l exploitation . 

Structural Adjustmen t Programme s aime d a t revitalising Third Worl d economie s hav e accentuate d 
the problems o f poverty an d unemploymen t i n many African countries . Women wh o fin d 
themselves retrenched , tur n t o prostitution t o ear n a  living. Children fro m familie s wher e parent s 
have bee n retrenche d ar e either neglecte d o r have t o work t o suppor t th e family income , thereb y 
making the m vulnerabl e t o commercia l sexua l exploitation . 

The attemp t t o increas e economi c growt h i n many Third Worl d countrie s i n Africa ha s led t o 
numerous investor s flockin g t o the continent . Governments , i n thei r eagernes s t o please, hav e 
afforded man y exemption s an d protective measure s for thes e investors . Unfortunately, thi s policy of 
encouraging investor s has brought int o African countries , people from culture s i n which sex  wit h 
children i s accepted, o r a  novelty t o be experienced . Thi s has created a  "market" or demand fo r 
young girls . Exploitative adult s have bee n quic k t o respond t o thi s demand b y providing young girls . 
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Poverty an d unemploymen t caus e frustration whic h lead s to the break up of families an d chil d 
neglect. Tension i n the family ma y cause children t o run awa y from home , an d suc h childre n 
invariably en d u p on th e streets . Studies have show n tha t ther e i s an ever-increasin g numbe r o f 
runaway an d homeless childre n aroun d th e world (estimate d a t over 100 0 million) wh o serv e as 
recruitment source s for stree t an d brothe l prostitution 12 

Due t o the high level s of unemployment an d poverty , som e children ar e required t o supplemen t th e 
family income ; and where legitimat e wor k opportunities ar e not available , th e girl-chil d ma y engag e 
in commercia l se x without th e knowledge an d approva l o f her parents . Some o f these girl s receive 
an earl y exposure to sex because o f overcrowding i n their homes . Indeed, th e childre n mos t a t ris k 
tend t o be those from desperatel y poo r families , broke n marriage s o r from familie s i n which th e 
parents ar e alcoholics o r drug addicts . Some studie s have als o found tha t som e child prostitute s ha d 
extensive experienc e o f institutionalisation. 13 

Rural-Urban Migration 
Poverty has led to a  high rat e o f rural-urban migration . Peopl e leav e the rura l areas hoping t o ge t 
higher paid jobs in the towns . This has led to high unemploymen t rate s i n urban areas . Just as 
adults migrate t o urban centre s fo r work , man y young girl s leave thei r homes i n the rura l areas , 
hoping t o find som e kind o f employment i n the towns , usually as domestic workers . Many o f the m 
end u p on th e street s where the y ar e greatly expose d t o being commerciall y sexuall y exploited . A 
large number o f them inevitabl y en d u p a s prostitutes. Most o f those who find wor k ar e underpai d 
and som e ar e even sexuall y abuse d by their employers . 

It i s not onl y poverty tha t lead s to rural-urban migration . I n some African countries , prostitutio n 
has become a n alternativ e wa y of life t o many childre n an d women wh o flee their village s due t o 
several other reason s includin g famine , drough t an d th e disintegratio n o f the family . 

The Role of HIV/AIDS 
The fea r o f AIDS has caused a  greater demand fo r eve r younger girls . Men, fearin g HI V infection , 
seek sex with young girls who ar e less likely t o be infected . Sinc e th e dange r o f AIDS becam e 
known, chil d prostitution ha s grown by leaps and bounds . There ar e also some indication s tha t th e 
fear o f HIV/AIDS ha s also contributed t o sexual exploitation b y sugar daddies an d pimps of child 
prostitutes. 

AIDS has als o led to an eve r increasin g number o f orphaned children . The larg e number o f AIDS-
related orphan s has caught societ y largel y unprepared. Ther e i s no forma l socia l welfare syste m an d 
the traditiona l extende d famil y wit h it s cushioning rol e has been unabl e t o cope and i s in man y 
cases dysfunctional. A n individualisti c an d nuclea r famil y outloo k amon g well-of f familie s an d th e 
growing instance s where al l able adul t siblings die of AIDS, have lef t AID S orphan s with n o 
alternative bu t t o stay with thei r grandparent s wh o ar e old, originally dependent o n thei r childre n 
and unabl e t o take car e of children. Man y consequentl y en d u p on th e street s a s street kids or i n 
search o f jobs from wher e the y ar e lured int o th e se x trade. I t i s estimated tha t AID S wil l hav e 
created 1 0 million orphan s b y the tur n o f the century , 9 0 per cen t o f them i n Africa. 14 

Social Problems 
African cultura l values which onc e provided fo r th e safet y o f children no longe r seem to be th e 
basis for lif e fo r a  large number o f people i n Africa. Th e externa l influenc e o f foreign culture s ha s 
had a  negative impac t upo n African tradition s an d values . These influence s hav e com e throug h 
colonialism, th e media , religion an d educatio n systems . African cultur e allowe d fo r communit y 
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responsibility ove r children an d chil d neglect , chil d sexua l abuse or sale of children were rar e 
phenomena. Wher e the y occurred , the y were more associate d wit h spiritua l cleansing tha n commer -
cial gain. The brea k up o f the extended-famil y syste m and communit y responsibilit y ha s mad e 
children mor e vulnerable t o abuse s both a t home an d outsid e the home . 

There i s a discernible ris e in materialism an d individualism . I n thei r desire for materia l gain , parent s 
are becoming mor e an d mor e willing to sel l off thei r childre n t o recruiting agents . Teenage girl s 
from familie s whic h ar e not ver y well-off hav e a  desire for money an d clothes , and s o they exchang e 
their bodies for money . This i n turn lead s to teenage pregnancie s an d th e girl s dropping ou t of 
school. Girls who ar e school drop-outs may end u p a s prostitutes i n order to earn a n incom e t o 
support thei r children . 

Morals have become lax , and people have no qualm s i n thei r searc h for stronge r an d stronge r 
sensations. Paedophiles o r people with a n abnorma l preferenc e fo r pre-pubescent childre n ar e 
becoming mor e an d mor e commo n i n society . However, ther e i s evidence tha t th e million s o f me n 
who commerciall y exploi t girl s under th e ag e of 1 8 are first  and foremos t prostitut e users. 15 They 
become sexua l abuser s o f children throug h thei r use of prostitutes an d no t becaus e o f any specifi c 
preference fo r children . 

Studies i n South Afric a als o revealed tha t ther e was a  tendency fo r sexuall y abused children t o en d 
up a s prostitutes.16 Some gir l prostitutes who had starte d prostituting themselve s between th e age s of 
12 and 1 8 years narrated ho w the y had bee n sexuall y abuse d by their fathers , step-fathers , 
neighbours, o r boyfriends. Havin g bee n sexually abused , i t was no problem for the m t o turn t o 
prostitution a s a means o f earning a  living, since they attache d n o value to thei r bodies . Some of 
them wh o had bee n physicall y abuse d by their parents , ran awa y from hom e an d ended u p bein g 
exploited b y pimps who promised the m protectio n an d comfort . 

Cultural Values and Practices 
To some extent, th e culturally embedded ideolog y of male supremacy over women i s one of the mai n 
underlying reasons leading to the commercia l sexual exploitation o f the girl-child. Men view women 
as objects of sexual pleasure, and women become dependent an d behave i n this manner. Since wome n 
are viewed as sexual objects, in some societies, it is quite normal for girls to engage in sex at an early 
age. Men who are caught having sex with young girls may be required to pay a certain amoun t of 
compensation; usually a goat or a few chickens, and the matter i s quickly buried and forgotten . 

Boy-children ar e generally preferred t o girl-children. Many girl s in Africa d o not g o to school simply 
because they ar e girls and ar e therefore expecte d t o get married an d be supported by their husbands . 
The rat e of school drop-out fo r girl s is much higher tha n i t i s for boys - 7 5 per cent o f girls compare d 
to 64 per cent o f boys.17 This i s because girl s may be forced t o leave school and ge t married; i n othe r 
cases, when mone y i s scarce, parents would rathe r pay school fees for boys than fo r girls . 

In some African communities , chil d marriage i s a common practice . The abus e associated with thi s 
kind o f practice has heightened becaus e more and mor e parents marry off thei r daughter s fo r 
financial gain . This has resulted i n early drop-out fro m schoo l and earl y pregnancies, which hav e 
adverse effect s o n th e health o f girl-children an d makes them vulnerable t o commercial sexua l 
exploitation. 

Tourism 
Technological advancement s i n the worl d have mad e travellin g acros s continents easie r an d 
cheaper. Al l ove r th e worl d se x tourism has grown a t a n alarmin g rate , therefore a n increasin g 
proportion o f exploiters ar e foreigners. Africa , wit h it s unique peoples , culture an d abundanc e o f 
wild life , coupled wit h a  good climate , i s visited by a  flood of tourists al l year round . 
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However, i t i s important t o note tha t no t al l tourists ar e sex tourists . Some tourist s come with th e 
aim of relaxing an d generall y t o have a  good time . Sex tourism i s the dar k side of tourism . 

In many African countries , tourism has become a  major sourc e of income. The flourishin g touris m 
industry has created a  big market fo r prostitutes . Girls leave thei r homes i n the rura l areas and floc k 
to towns , hoping t o earn thei r livin g through prostitution . I n thi s manner , touris m has become on e 
of the majo r factor s whic h has led to the increas e i n commercial sexua l exploitation o f children . 

Tourism als o provides a  fertile groun d fo r th e establishmen t an d growt h o f organised crim e 
syndicates dealing i n trafficking o f children. Through coercion , deceptio n an d tricks , girls are lure d 
into sha m marriage s with foreigners , o r lured t o European countrie s where the y work a s prostitutes 
in conditions aki n t o slavery . 

Armed Conflict 

Many African countrie s ar e engaged i n civi l strife , conflict s an d wars . Consequently ther e ar e larg e 
numbers o f orphaned an d abandone d childre n man y o f whom have crosse d borders i n search of 
peace an d a  better life . Displaced childre n ar e easy prey for commercia l sexua l exploiters . They ar e 
more vulnerable t o enticemen t o f any kind. There i s an increasin g number o f child prostitutes , 
many o f whom have entere d th e professio n a s a result o f the hardships cause d by the war. 18 Man y 
child prostitutes ca n be found o n th e street s o f large cities . 

Legal and Administrative Machinery 

Widespread corruption , lo w commitment an d motivatio n i n different governmen t agencie s includ -
ing the police , hinder effort s t o eliminate o r even expos e commercia l sexua l exploitation . 

The existin g law s in most African countrie s d o not provid e adequat e protection agains t th e 
commercial sexua l exploitation o f children. The fac t tha t th e ag e at which th e protection o f 
children ceases , varies from countr y t o country ha s created loophole s i n the lega l machinery whic h 
could be used t o counterac t th e evil . This situatio n i s put t o maximum us e by perpetrators o f child 
abuse. 

Action to Combat the Commercial Sexual Exploitatio n 
of Current Children 
There ar e various strategies and action s take n by governments an d NGOs t o combat th e commercia l 
sexual exploitation o f the girl-child . These range from usin g the crimina l justice system to offerin g 
services to victims. This section take s a  closer look a t four o f the strategies , namely, crimina l 
sanctions, specia l units for better surveillance , establishmen t o f institutions an d services to victims. 

Criminal Sanctions 

The mai n strateg y for African countrie s has been t o outlaw al l actions which woul d bring a  child 
into a  situation o f sexual exploitation . Uganda' s Pena l Code Act , fo r instance , has the followin g 
provisions: 

"Any perso n who: 

(a) procure s o r attempts t o procure any girl or woman under the age of 21 years to have 
unlawful carna l connection, eithe r in Ugand a or elsewhere, wit h any person or persons; or 
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(b) procures  or attempts to  procure any woman  or  girl to become either in Uganda or elsewhere 
a common prostitute;  or 

(c) procures  or attempts to  procure any woman  or  girl to leave Uganda, with  intent that  she 
may become  an inmate of  or frequent a  brothel elsewhere; or 

(d) procures  or attempts to  procure any woman  or  girl to leave her usual place of abode in 
Uganda (such  place not being  a brothel), with  intent that  she may, for  the  purpose of 
prostitution, become  an inmate of  or frequent a  brothel either in Uganda or elsewhere, is 
guilty of an offence and shall  be liable to  imprisonment for  seven years  " l9 

The Pena l Cod e furthe r provide s tha t "an y person being th e owner , holder , o r occupier o f premises, 
or having o r acting o r assisting i n the managemen t o r control thereof , knowingly suffer s an y gir l 
under th e ag e of eighteen year s to resor t t o or be upon suc h premises for th e purposes o f being 
unlawfully carnall y known b y any man , whether suc h carna l knowledge i s intended t o be with an y 
particular ma n o r generally, i s guilty of a felony an d i s liable to imprisonmen t fo r five years."20 

Kenya la w makes i t a  criminal offenc e fo r an y person t o have unlawfu l carna l knowledge o f a girl 
below th e ag e of 1 4 (defilement) . Se x with suc h a  girl i s statutory rape whether o r not th e gir l 
purports t o consent. 21 South Africa ha s equivalen t provision s aime d a t protecting childre n fro m 
sexual exploitation an d targetin g thos e engaging the m i n actua l sex acts and thos e managin g 
brothels o r parlours i n which commercia l se x with th e childre n take s place. Laws also provide fo r 
stiff sentence s fo r thos e found guilt y o f defiling a  minor o r otherwise sexuall y exploiting a  child. I n 
Uganda defilin g a  girl below th e ag e of 1 8 is a capital offence . 

How effectiv e i s criminalisation? That criminalisatio n o f sexual exploitation o f children has no t 
eliminated th e practice i s evidenced b y it s continued prevalenc e an d magnitude . There ar e man y 
factors contributin g t o the relativ e ineffectivenes s o f penal sanction s a s a strategy. They includ e th e 
fact that : 

commercial sexua l exploitation , lik e many aspect s of sexual conduct , doe s not easil y rende r 
itself to detection, investigatio n o r prosecution. The mora l outrage directed a t men sexuall y 
exploiting childre n forces th e practice underground. 22 Th e difficult y i n proving sexua l 
offences ofte n mean s tha t suspecte d offender s ar e charged wit h mino r offences ; 

commercial sexua l exploitation o f children i s a symptom (albei t inexcusable ) o f underlyin g 
socio-economic an d socio-politica l problem s whic h mak e childre n vulnerabl e t o suc h 
exploitation. A  pena l syste m which i s not combine d wit h concerte d effort s t o address th e 
causal factors i s unlikely t o register significan t success ; 
widespread an d systemi c corruption withi n la w enforcement agencie s often mean s tha t i n 
some countries , syndicates an d th e individual s who contro l an d operat e th e chil d se x trad e 
enjoy "protection " rathe r tha n th e childre n wh o ar e the victim s o f the trade . 

Special Units for Better Surveillance 
Some countrie s have se t up specia l units t o patrol area s i n which childre n ar e most vulnerable t o 
commercial sexua l exploitation o r establishments (suc h a s brothels, massage parlours an d escor t 
services) suspecte d o f harbouring childre n fo r sexua l exploitation. Th e Sout h African Chil d 
Protection Uni t plie s the street s o f major urba n area s where childre n alread y i n th e se x trade ar e 
monitored an d "picke d up " for placemen t i n rehabilitative institutions . The Unit' s speciall y traine d 
personnel als o enter premise s i n which childre n migh t b e exploited fo r simila r purposes.23 Th e 
Kenya Ministr y o f Tourism an d Wildlif e i n collaboration wit h th e Keny a Polic e Force has put i n 
place a  Kenya Beach Managemen t programm e wit h regula r beach patrol s on som e of the mor e 
notorious eas t coas t beach hotel s where se x tourism i s a problem.24 The programm e aim s a t inter alia 
ensuring tha t curi o and souveni r vendor s ar e not use d a s contact point s by tourists who ma y be 
targeting childre n fo r sexua l exploitation . 
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Establishment of Institution s 
Many Commonwealth Africa n countrie s have som e kind o f institution fo r difficult  children . 
Unfortunately, th e philosoph y behin d mos t reformatory school s i s flawed. Th e childre n ar e not see n 
as the victims , but rathe r a s delinquents and/o r criminals . The treatmen t mete d ou t follows thi s lin e 
attempting t o "insti l discipline" in the childre n rathe r tha n lov e and care which the y might hav e 
lacked i n thei r homes . In many countries , children wit h a  criminal background an d thos e who ar e 
victims o f abuse by adults ar e al l kept together . Those who are already "stree t wise" are togethe r 
with younger ones . Small budget allocation s fo r th e institution s mea n tha t n o meaningfu l rehabili -
tative programmes ar e undertaken fo r th e children . The institution s en d up as hard labou r camp s 
pushing th e childre n bac k ont o th e street s when the y escape . 

Provision of Services25 

In some countries both governmen t department s an d NGOs offe r a  variety of services for sexuall y 
exploited children . These rang e from counsellin g t o vocational trainin g s o that th e childre n ca n 
find alternativ e employment . A  fe w NGOs offe r fre e lega l aid to those childre n o r parents o f child 
victims o f commercial sexua l exploitation wh o would lik e to institut e lega l action agains t th e 
abusers. Such case s are rare a s most parents prefe r t o avoid th e exposure , public scrutiny an d 
possible ostracisation whic h a  trial of this nature woul d entail . 

The principa l weaknes s her e i s that service s presuppos e th e availabilit y an d freedo m o f the chil d 
to as k for help . I n practice , childre n wh o ar e undergoing commercia l sexua l exploitatio n ar e no t 
free agents . They ar e ofte n scare d o f pimps, brothe l owner s an d syndicate s whos e livelihoo d 
depend o n th e exploitatio n o f thei r youn g bodies . Those wh o ar e no t unde r th e contro l o f 
another perso n ar e ofte n scare d o f the polic e an d othe r authoritie s whos e norma l respons e i s t o 
haul the m t o th e loca l police statio n an d cour t fo r prosecutio n an d committa l t o institutions . 
Those wh o ar e on th e street s fo r lac k o f a  better mean s o f livelihood ofte n nee d immediat e 
money t o purchase foo d an d ar e attracte d t o counsellin g programme s i f these basi c needs wil l als o 
be met . Other s ar e addicte d t o drugs an d ar e incapabl e o f making informe d decision s o n wha t i s 
best for them . 

Other Relevant Action 
There ar e other governmenta l action s which, thoug h no t specificall y aime d a t eliminating th e 
commercial sexua l exploitation o f children, migh t hav e som e positive impac t o n th e problem . 
These includ e th e decentralisatio n o f government budget s an d functions t o administrative districts . 
It i s expected tha t thi s focus wil l create rura l jobs and stimulat e rura l growth thereb y curtailin g rura l 
urban migration . Government s an d NGOs hav e programme s t o encourage girl s to remain i n schoo l 
or to return t o school i f they drop out due to pregnancy. Awareness programmes aime d a t keepin g 
children an d parents informe d abou t th e danger s o f sexual exploitation an d avoidin g such exploita -
tion ar e available i n some countries . Needless t o say , most o f them ar e i n thei r infanc y an d thei r 
potential effectivenes s i s not clear . 

Recommendations 
The commercia l sexua l exploitation o f the gir l child i s a huge an d widespread problem which , 
unfortunately, i s not greatl y appreciated . Ther e i s little informatio n o n th e context s i n whic h 
commercial sexua l exploitation take s place o r it s magnitude and/o r trends . This mean s tha t i t i s not 
clear which childre n ar e most a t risk and deserv e early protection. The profile(s ) o f the trafficke r o r 
commercial exploiter(s ) i s also not clear , makin g th e developmen t o f strategies difficul t especiall y a s 
they ar e inadequat e empirica l data . The proble m itsel f i s not ye t fully par t o f the nationa l debat e 
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thus excluding th e publi c an d communitie s fro m th e searc h for solutions . This i s the contex t withi n 
which recommendation s ar e made i n this paper liste d below : 

The Commonwealt h Secretariat , Commonwealt h government s i n Africa, academi c institution s 
and NGOs shoul d carr y out studie s which wil l improve understanding o f the phenomenon . 
Particular attentio n shoul d be paid to the causes , context, magnitud e an d form o f commercia l 
sexual exploitation o f children i n each country . The commercia l sexua l exploitation o f childre n 
must be analysed , understoo d an d confronte d i n the socia l context i n which i t occurs. The rol e of 
the family , community , government , crimina l syndicate s an d individual s i n promoting and/o r 
perpetuating th e practic e needs t o be understood mor e clearly i f appropriate strategie s ar e to be 
developed. 

Current strategies , intende d o r incidental , shoul d b e analysed fo r thei r effectivenes s an d appropriat e 
action shoul d b e taken t o enhance thei r effectiveness . I n particular , curren t legislatio n an d adminis -
trative machiner y shoul d b e analysed an d assesse d for thei r potentia l t o protect childre n fro m sexua l 
exploitation an d t o deal with offenders . 

Law enforcement officials , includin g th e police an d immigratio n officials , shoul d receiv e specia l 
training i n detecting an d handling victim s o f commercial sexua l exploitation . Th e childre n ar e no t 
sexual offender s bu t victims o f sexual offenders an d othe r socio-economi c an d socio-politica l 
problems. 

Both governments an d NGOs shoul d creat e awarenes s abou t existin g law s and programmes an d 
ways in which th e publi c and civi l society can contribut e t o the eliminatio n o f the problem . 
Concerted effor t shoul d go into creating an d sustainin g a  functional networ k o f interested govern -
ment departments , NGOs an d member s o f the public t o facilitate informatio n exchang e an d action . 

Governments shoul d mak e concerte d effort s toward s improvin g th e standard s o f living of families s o 
that parent s ar e not drive n t o sel l their daughter s an d childre n ar e not drive n t o the streets , fro m 
where the y become vulnerabl e t o sexua l exploitation . 

Counselling an d medica l service s should be available t o victims o f commercial sexua l exploitation , 
in a n environmen t whic h i s non-threatening an d conduciv e t o openness . 

The Commonwealt h Secretaria t need s t o play a  role i n providing ne w and/o r usin g existing fora t o 
initiate intergovernmenta l an d non-governmenta l dialogu e o n th e problem , devis e possible strate -
gies for addressin g i t and encourag e researc h an d action . 

Girls who ar e or have been commerciall y sexuall y exploited shoul d b e encouraged an d supporte d t o 
organise themselves fo r mutua l suppor t an d t o facilitate acces s to services . This coul d lea d to strate -
gy development and/o r implementation . 

Conclusion 
This stud y mus t be seen a s preliminary an d has barely touched th e cor e o f the problem. Th e 
resources an d tim e a t hand preclude d an y systematic attemp t a t a n in-dept h stud y of commercia l 
sexual exploitation o f children o n th e Africa n continent . I n contras t t o the Asian sub-continen t 
where wor k i n thi s are a by NGOs an d som e governments ha s been unde r way for som e time , Afric a 
has yet t o star t understanding th e magnitud e o f the problem an d th e challenge s posed by th e 
commercial sexua l exploitation o f children. This stud y should challeng e government s an d NGOs t o 
design an d carr y out mor e systemati c studie s an d t o re-examine existin g legislatio n an d administra -
tive mechanisms . 

Statistics, inadequat e a s they ma y be, al l point t o a  serious problem warrantin g actio n b y intergov -
ernmental organisation s lik e the Commonwealt h Secretariat , th e Africa n Commissio n o n Huma n 
and People' s Rights an d th e Organisatio n o f African Unity . They nee d t o take steps to suppor t 
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governments i n co-ordinating , no t onl y th e studie s but als o the strategies . The Conventio n o n th e 
Rights o f the Child , i n it s Articles 34 , 35, 36, 37 an d 3 9 provides th e minimu m standar d tha t state s 
should be striving t o attai n i n protecting childre n agains t commercia l sexua l exploitation . 

NGOs als o have a  crucial role to play i n understanding th e issue s at hand, b y playing a n advocac y 
role encouraging government s t o take actio n an d i n offering service s to victims o f sexual exploita -
tion. 
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