A Human Rights Report on Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children
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Trafficking Routes

Colombia is a source, transit, and destination country for trafficking in persons,
mostly women and children. Victims are trafficked from Colombia to Ecuador, Panama, and
throughout Latin America, the Caribbean, Western Europe, Asia, the Middle East, and the
United States.2 The Japanese mafia is known to be involved in the trafficking of women
from Colombia for sexual exploitation.s Victims are trafficked to Colombia from Ecuador
and Peru.* Colombian children are trafficked to the tourist city of Cartagena and to the
coastal regions of Colombia for the purpose of sexual exploitation.s

Factors That Contribute to the Trafficking Infrastructure
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Colombia has the third-highest number of trafficking victims in Latin America,
following the Dominican Republic and Brazil.s

Human trafficking in Colombia is a very complex situation that involves issues of
armed conflict, economic crisis, displaced people, forced recruitment to the armed forces,
and drug trafficking.”

The armed conflict in Colombia has created the displacement of thousands of
citizens who are vulnerable to being victims of human trafficking. The conflict has
significantly increased the illegal immigration to Ecuador; once in the country, many
Colombian migrants become victims of networks of human trafficking or prostitution rings,
most exploiting women and children.

Colombia has the second-highest population of internally displaced persons (IDPs) in the
world after Sudan.? These IDPs are more vulnerable to human trafficking and child soldier
recruitment because they lack the stabilizing factors such as family or dependable income to
shield them from traffickers or militia groups.®

Forms of Trafficking

Several organized human trafficking networks for the purposes of sexual
exploitation and drug trafficking have been found in Colombia.t* These networks operate
both nationally and internationally. The Japanese mafia, or yakuza, has ties to criminal
groups in countries of origin for victims trafficked to Japan, including Colombia.t

Colombian women and children are trafficked internally for the purpose of forced
begging, forced labor, domestic servitude, and sexual exploitation through prostitution or
pornography.:2 Victims are usually coerced through false promises of jobs. Trafficking in
Colombia is also related to recruitment into the armed forces, especially of minors.13

The trafficking of organs is also a point of concern. Colombia is one of the top five
“hot spots” in the world for organ trafficking due to its proximity to medical tourists from
the United States seeking cheap operations and Web sites that offer liver and kidney
transplants within 90 days.+

Government Responses
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The criminal code of Colombia prohibits prostitution-related activities, including
procurement (that is, enticing a person to engage in sexual intercourse or prostitution).s
The code criminalizes trafficking in persons, penalizing “any person, who promotes,
entices, coerces, facilitates, cooperates in, or in any manner participates in the entry into or
departure from Colombia without the requisite legal formalities.” Punishment is
imprisonment from six to eight years and a fine.1¢ In particular, the code expressly outlaws
trafficking in persons for purposes of prostitution.?”

The code outlaws child pornography. Anyone who photographs, films, sells, buys, or
exhibits pornographic materials involving children is subject to punishment by
imprisonment from six to eight years and a fine.:®# The code explicitly criminalizes sex
tourism. The code provides that any person who directs, organizes, or promotes tourist
activities that include the sexual abuse of minors will be punished by imprisonment from
three to eight years. The penalty is increased if the offense is committed against a minor
younger than 12 years of age.?

The Colombian constitution prohibits slavery or any form of forced labor.20 Law No.
190 of 1995 provides for the elimination of corruption in the administrative section.21

Use of children in intelligence activities by any group, including the armed forces, is
forbidden.22 Under Law No. 782, the Colombian Family Welfare Institute must implement a
special program benefiting all children who have participated in the country’s ongoing
conflict or have been victims of political violence.23

In 2007, the U.N. Office of Drugs and Crime worked with the government of
Colombia to promote awareness and propose new legislation.24

The International Organization for Migration (IOM) turned over to the government
its inter-institutional database on human trafficking (RITRA), and its national hotline
against trafficking in persons was transferred to Colombia’s Ministry of Interior and
Justice.2s
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On July 24, 2009, a project to prevent trafficking and other criminal activities related
to migration and to abolish the causes of displacement as a result of internal conflict was
announced by the Social Platform on Migration (HERMES) and a group of parliamentarians
from the House and Senate in Colombia. The project will be funded by a departure tax on
Colombians traveling abroad and a percentage of the income of the Revolving Fund of the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs.26

Nongovernmental and International Organizations Responses

Children of the Andes is a charitable organization that works with local
nongovernmental organizations in Colombia to provide support to child victims of sexual
exploitation and trafficking and to promote long-term development through education,
health, protection, and peace-building initiatives.2

Fundacién Esperanza (Hope Foundation) aims to reduce the numbers of women and
children trafficked out of Colombia and assists victims of sexual exploitation. The
organization conducts legal research for a publication on the issues of trafficking and
sexual exploitation and offers counseling, advice, and information through a toll-free
hotline.2s

The IOM implements assistance programs for trafficking victims that provides
health care, education, and microcredit assistance. The IOM supports victims of human
trafficking from Bucaramanga; the displaced women belong to the Asociacion Luz y Vida (Light
and Life Association), and IOM assists them through its Assistance for Displaced Persons and
Vulnerable Population Programme and Social Marketing Strategy by providing them with jobs
making sacks for coffee. %

Multilateral Initiatives

Since 2005, the government of Japan has funded an NGO in Colombia to distribute
information on trafficking in persons at international airports in the country. The government of
Japan has also cooperated with the Catholic Church of Colombia on public awareness campaigns
and protection for victims.*

The seventh South American Conference on Migration took place in Asuncion, Paraguay,
May 4-5, 2006. The 11 participants included vice ministers and high-level representatives from
South American Migration Dialogue member countries, and representatives from Argentina,
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Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela. The
members signed the “Declaration of Asuncién” that calls for respect of the human rights of
migrants and recognition of the development contribution of migrants to countries of destination.
It also requests the inclusion of migration and development as a priority theme in the agenda of
all regional and bilateral meetings, the support of programs that facilitate voluntary returns, and
reduction of the transfer cost of remittances.*

In August 2007, the Colombian government and the Organization of American States
organized a seminar in Bogota, Colombia. Its purpose was to communicate the principles and
international judicial framework for combating human trafficking and the importance of
legislating and cooperating regionally.*

Since 2008, representatives from the country of Trinidad and Tobago have met with
Colombian officials to discuss their concerns about trafficking in persons and how to develop
mechanisms to combat the issue.®
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