To Like the Kids – And Know How to Help Them

After the WGCC seminar “Protective Care of Children Victims of Trafficking” 
September 14th -15th 2006, Vilnius

“I like these kids very much” – a simple sentence by a young social worker from Sweden stroke with its sincerity and dedication, as an international group of professionals were discussing the problems of trafficked children at the seminar in Vilnius the second week of September. Håkan Wilson from Sweden, as well as other participants at the event, is working with abandoned and often severely abused children, who are very vulnerable with regard to different kinds of exploitation, including human trafficking. Often the children have learned manipulative, coercive and violent ways to deal with their lives and their environment themselves. In these cases it might be hard to like the kids, admits Håkan, having in mind the frustration and challenges that work with abused, neglected and trafficked children might bring. 

Close to sixty ambitious social workers, psychologists, healthcare and education specialists from ten European countries gathered in Lithuania on 14-15 September 2006 to discuss the ways how to deal with the problem of trafficking in children and to share their experiences in working with victimized children. The Working Group for Cooperation on Children at Risk within the Council of the Baltic Sea States organized the seminar in the framework of a project entitled “Baltic Sea Region Comprehensive Assistance to Children Victims of Trafficking“. The training programme is made possible through funding from the EU Daphne II programme, Save the Children Sweden and the Oak Foundation. The Vilnius event was the first in a series of five seminars dedicated to the work with the problems of child trafficking. 

This project can be regarded as a pioneering comprehensive endeavour in the region to push the work on the problem of trafficking in children further than political declarations and theoretical discussions. Although the issue of trafficking in the Baltic Sea region has been raised several times before by different organizations, politicians and institutions, the work has hardly gone beyond naming the problem in rather abstract terms. 

The organizers of the project recall that it was through the numerous consultations with different childcare professionals that they realised – there is not some special new group of children who are being trafficked. Rather, these are the same kids that care institutions, social workers, psychologists and health specialists have long known about and worked with. It is, in the majority of cases, abandoned, abused, exploited children who subsequently become the victims of trafficking. There is not one expert who knows all about assisting trafficked children. There are however many professionals in the region with necessary slices of expertise” – Lars Lööf, the coordinator of the project and the author of the five-seminar series idea, explains.

The trainer of the first seminar, a psychologist from Sweden Christine Roman admits, it took her some time also to recognize that children at the institution where she works as a clinical director are dealing with the same problems as trafficked children. “When I was asked by Lars to participate, I said I know nothing about trafficking, I work with extremely disturbed children. But later on I came to realize that this is particularly the knowledge and experience to be used with the children, who feel extremely insecure, including the trafficked children”.
Probably, there has been too much talk about an abstract child, echoed the participants during one of the workshops of the Vilnius seminar. “Coming down to earth makes one realize: there is not an abstract child out there” – says Tamara Stepanova, the leader of the Belarusian team at the first seminar of the regional project. 
The individualized approach to the protection of trafficked children was stressed. The trainer Christine Roman, emphasized that not only the general characteristics of the child matter, but also the individual pace of the child in the process of healing. Ambition and rush for a positive result on behalf of the professional working with a child may obstruct the process of rehabilitation. 
Nevertheless, no matter how specific the situation and contexts of the trafficked and abused children might be, there is something universal about their rights that need to be recognised. The main conclusion the professionals agreed on during the first seminar of the project was that each child wanted to feel safe and protected and had a right to be safe and protected regardless of their sex or age, and no matter how resistant, defensive or even aggressive s/he might have become as a consequence of the abusive experiences they have lived through and disturbing lifeconditions. Thus, a solid pool of expertise need to be created and exchange should take place on how to care for and protect these children. The WGCC project has a big potential for creating a strong regional base of such resources and expertise since the participants, who will be meeting in the subsequent seminars of the project, are very experienced childcare specialists working with abused children, their families and care institutions in the countries of the Baltic Sea region.
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