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Opening New Horizons

A report to Methodist people on the work done on Trafficking

Background

Over the last 4 years I have been committed to working on the issues around the trafficking of women and children for sexual exploitation. Some of that time has been devoted to the Women’s Network project that sought to raise awareness of the issue and to mount letter-writing campaigns to prevent further abuse. There are now many churches and local groups who are actively engaged in the subject and have learnt so much about modern societal trends as a result of what they are doing and as a product of reading the contents of the Resource pack that Women’s Network compiled.

At the same time as the Women’s Network Project was running another group came together because of the work based at Queens College, Birmingham. The Connexional “Formation in World Mission” programme is based at Queens, where those training for ordination in the British Methodist Church, Church of England and other denominations are now training alongside companions from partner churches overseas and others who will be going overseas as Mission Partners. Seeing the links between training for intercultural, global mission and training designed to equip church leaders for today’s complex world, Revd. Gary Hall – Coordinator of FiWM and tutor at Queens – approached me to see if we could jointly run a discreet, time-limited project on Trafficking. This article attempts to encapsulate what this second project has built on from the Women’s Network project and what it will be offering the Methodist Church later this year.

There were two other strands that contributed to the timely formation of this group, known as Open Horizons. People in Britain were witnessing the Bi-centenary of the Abolition of the Slave Trade Act and through the reflections of those who were leading this tribute to those who were slaves 200 years ago, many soon realised that the slave trade was still very much with us. Trafficking is a continuing form of slavery. What was needed, the group felt, was some authentic research into what this phenomena really is, how it had got such a hold on our societies, and what the church could effectively (and safely) do about it.

British society, towards the end of the 20th century and at the beginning of the 21st, has changed in ways few of us would have anticipated just 15 - 20 years ago. Faster communication has meant a pace of life that is ever more stressful because of the insistence of keeping up to date. This has meant increasing pressure to have the latest gadget, thing or image. Addiction to image is perhaps the most worrying trend particularly with celebratory status now that it is the aspiration for so many young people. Commercial markets are driven by the need to sell the “look good” factor, the one commodity that apparently everyone seeks. The commodification of image is just one small step away from the commodification of people who can be bought and sold to satisfy lust and desire without a heed to their human rights and basic human needs. A society that places such high value on purchasing and selling power then becomes a market in which traffickers, pimps and gang-leaders thrive. When that society seems to want to display images in an increasingly sexually overt way, then exploitation of more vulnerable people becomes increasingly likely.  

The Open Horizons Project
The purpose of the Open Horizons project is to gain first-hand experience of the issues around trafficking so that the group and, eventually, the Methodist Church and other are not speaking and acting out of ignorance, but in solidarity and as a continually learning network. The group also wanted to understand better what it is that churches need – and what they can in fact do - in order to make a difference to the poor and marginalised in our local communities and globally. It was also the intention of the group to work within the Methodist Church priorities, namely:


To support community development and action for justice, especially

           among the most deprived and poor in Britain and worldwide.


To encourage fresh ways of being church.


Develop confidence in evangelism and in the capacity to speak of God


and faith in ways that make sense to all involved. 

Open Horizons made their first research visit to the UK Human Trafficking Centre (UKHTC) in Sheffield, where they were surprised by the approach that the police have adopted in their work to combat trafficking. Just a few years ago many police would approach a possible trafficking situation with the belief that those they would find would all be criminals. Now the police throughout Britain have been trained to recognise and identify victims of trafficking and to treat them as such rather than the criminals that their imprisoners are. Through the contacts the group made at this Home Office established unit, Methodist people have been able to financially support the work that UKHTC are doing with the victims they rescue.

From there Open Horizons flew out to Bucharest in the centre of Romania. We already knew that this developing nation was attractive to traffickers as a place where they could traffick people into, through and out of the country and it was also known that the Romanian Orthodox Church was doing a great deal of very good work linking their programmes into Government policy. The group were hosted by this church and taken to places where street children are being cared for to avoid the lure of traffickers, where women are being supported to overcome the trauma of exploitation and where training programmes are being run to educate people about their workers rights, to support nationals so that they are not misled into believing that working outside of Romania is their best option and to warn young people of the dangers of Trafficking. As a result of this visit a grant has gone from the World Church office to support the work of AID ROM as it struggles to continue its work without government grants.   

Individual members of the group had further opportunity to visit other countries because of other work commitments. In Bangladesh and India trafficking is rife because so many live in such abject poverty and because border controls are so lax. Young girls in tribal communities have no chance of being able to pursue higher education even though the culture is committed to learning, because of the cost. But the Church of Bangladesh is supporting young girls who have escaped from their traffickers and is assisting some of the victims to go through the criminal prosecution system in order to be compensated and to put their traffickers behind bars. In the Northern Himalayan diocese of the Church of North India (CNI) twinning projects and the giving of seed funding to local rural communities gives those vulnerable to the enticement of traffickers something better to which they can aspire.   

The thin line between allurement to “a land flowing with milk and honey” and having the courage to remain and be satisfied with what is available locally frequently breaks for those living so close to the earth in the subcontinents of India and parts of Asia. The thin line of choosing between ethical investment and saving with international conglomerates which keep the poor, poor and the rich ever richer, becomes a discipline for us all if we are to make a difference to the world and its people. The thin line between what we would consider appropriate advertising and inappropriate, breaks when traffickers settle into local communities and entice punters because the media image is overtly sexual. The links between drug abuse, gangs and illicit DVD selling in supermarket car parks, the rise of the distribution of pornographic material and much more are all areas that Open Horizons has discovered, tie into the rise of the trafficking of people for sexual exploitation. We have learnt that little happens in isolation and that one thing leads to another, that one gang links with another. And that if we as people with both purchasing power (and more influence than we often realize) think and look carefully at how we use that power, the world that is often alarming us can change.  

Outcomes of the Project
In the Autumn, Open Horizons will be launching its website in Birmingham – a website designed like a mind map. As you enter the site you will be led through a picture of inter-related issues and facts. We hope that it will become an interactive site so that those who use it can also contribute their knowledge and insights. Meanwhile, we are collecting the experiences of the life of the group into a book which, it is hoped, will give the reader both comfort and inspiration as reflections, biblical studies and poignant facts interact with the diary of  the life of Open Horizons. It is also envisaged that there will be training material available to support local churches as they grapple with these difficult issues so that they too can pray, think and speak from a more confident and informed foundation based on the learning experiences of Open Horizons.

The trafficking of vulnerable people for exploitation is now the world’s second largest earner of illicit income. What has been done in the two projects that the Methodist Church has so far run is just scratching at the surface. The European Methodist Council has agreed to work out a map of hospitality for those young people wishing to travel in Europe so that they do not fall prey to gangs of pimps and traffickers. Prevention work is urgently needed so that those who are vulnerable do not fall prey, and those who are strong are equipped to challenge and change what is wrong and unjust. Together, as a world wide church we can make a difference.   

Words 1,620

Margaret Sawyer

