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Aretusa and its member organisations  are committed to lobby for the transposition 
into national legislations of the recent European Union Directive 2011/36/EU on 
preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victim. 
The new Directive adopts a broader perspective on the issue of human trafficking 
and  requires  member countries to take another step towards this gross violation 
of fundamental rights, explicitly linking it to the comprehensive commitment for 
equality between women and men.

In this regard NGOs belonging to Aretusa highlight with concern that the pace of 
European efforts to promote equality between women and men tend to have 
waned in recent years. Nowadays it feels as if gender issues slowly moves forward 
like an old steam locomotive move trains from the 1900s. Besides the slowness in 
the field of gender equality, we have clearly noticed that decisions and actions with 
regard to the still ongoing financial crisis takes place in a different and much higher 
pace compared to today’s ultra-modern high-speed trains. Anti-crisis and austerity 
measures are also characterized largely by a lack of gender perspective. It is often 
clear that there has not been some kind of impact assessment in terms of the various 
measures and their effects on men and women in the EU member States. 
As a recent Eurobarometer has pointed out, the crisis changed the perception of 
inequalities and fairness in European Citizens: in most of the Member States people 
think that inequality and poverty are not handled better than they were five years ago. 
As matter of fact NGOs are experiencing significant budget reductions, sudden 
disappearance of bodies with a mandate in the field of gender equality, lack of funding 
for gender equality programmes and for NGOs providing services to women from 
vulnerable groups, including women victims of violence and trafficking.

”This Directive establishes minimum rules concerning the definition of criminal offences 
and sanctions in the area of trafficking in human beings. It also introduces common 
provisions, taking into account the gender perspective, to strengthen the prevention of 
this crime and the protection of the victims thereof”.
Art.1 Directive 2011/36/UE

The EU takes a new 
step in the fight against 

trafficking

while recession 
marginalizes policy 

needs and challenges 
to gender equality...



In those member states that have so far been hardest hit by the economic crisis that 
began in 2008, unemployment and long-term unemployment rates increased 
sharply among mostly women and youth.

Examples of such developments are mainly to be found in the countries where these 
are also being subject to various forms of aid packages under certain conditions, with 
demands of action on the welfare system, the labor market and publicly owned or 
subsidized activities. The “medicine” often prescribed has been: 
•	 selling of publicly owned assets and business;
•	 hard-saving programs in the welfare sector;
•	 less public funds for health and unemployment insurance;
•	 lower wages across the labor market;
•	 poor employment conditions and more short-term employment;
•	 transfer of capital from society to the banking and financial sector.

As matter of fact, in several countries unemployment amongst women has 
doubled or nearly doubled in the last five years. Most of these countries, such as 
Estonia, Ireland, Greece, Spain, Latvia, Lithuania and Portugal have been the recipient 
of various forms of so-called crisis and response packets. In all these countries, and as 
well as in another eleven member countries, youth unemployment has also risen to 
between 20 and 46 percent.

According to the EU 
Employment and Social 
Situation Quarterly Review 
– September 2012, gross 
household disposable 
income declined in two-
thirds of EU countries 
between 2009 and 
2011, which explains 
why the share of the EU 
population reporting 
that their households are 
experiencing financial 
distress remains historically 
high, having generally 
edged up further over 
recent months. In the light 
of this situation, direct and 

indirect effects of the crisis risk, in our view, to create and foster inequalities, social 
exclusion and poverty that make women  and children more vulnerable to sexual 
and economic exploitation and to trafficking.

”Macroeconomic policy is focused on rapid deficit reduction, with austerity strategies in 
most countries, regardless of the severity of deficits, prioritizing cuts to services, benefits 
and wages. These penalize the poor, generate new poverty risks, and increase inequality. 
More worryingly, members find evidence of systematic attacks on universal services and 
public service obligations, which are undermining Welfare States.” 
European Anti Poverty Network, EAPN analisys of the 2012 National Reform Programmes 
and National social Reports   

…and fosters the risk 
of increasing  gender 
imbalances in origin 

and destination 
countries. 



In 2010 around 23% of European citizens (115.5 million people) were considered to be 
at risk of poverty or social exclusion according to the definition adopted for the Europe 
2020 strategy. The highest rates were in Bulgaria (42%), Romania (41%), Latvia (38%), 
Lithuania (33%) and Hungary (30%). Poverty hit some groups that face increased 
marginalization harder, the same groups that are the most vulnerable to trafficking: 
women and children.

With a rate of 26,9 % in EU-27, children were at greater risk of poverty or social 
exclusion in 2010 than the rest of the population in 21 of the 25 Member States 
for which data are available (the only exception were Denmark, Slovenia, Finland and 
Sweden).  
At EU-27 level women faced in 2010 a higher risk of poverty (17%) than man 
(15,6%). The Member States with the highest rates were Bulgaria (22,3%), Romania 
(21,4%), Spain (21,3%), Latvia (21%), Greece (20,9%), Lithuania (19,8%), Italy (19,5%), 
United Kingdom (17,8%). All these Member States are known as the main origin 
and destination countries of women victim of trafficking for economic and sexual 

exploitation in the EU.

The European parliament 
Declared in a resolution 
(2010/2162 (INI)) on the 
8th March 2011: “Considers 
that preventing and reducing 
women’s poverty is an important 
component of the fundamental 
principle of social solidarity to 
which the European Union is 
committed as provided in Article 
3 of the Treaty on European 
Union, implying equality 
between women and men, 
social justice and protection 
and combating social exclusion 
and discrimination.” 
According with the European 

Parliament resolution “the feminization of poverty” means that women have a higher 
incidence of poverty than men, that their poverty is more severe than that of men and 
that poverty among women is on the Increase.”
Women who today are thrown out of the European labor market as a consequence of 
the economic crisis, they already had a weaker position before the crisis. Many of these 
women work part-time, have low wages with wages now being decreased further, 
have a migrant background, and have in many case insecure employment and less 
attractive working conditions.

Women are 
experiencing in the EU 

a higher incidence of 
poverty than men.

”People are said to be living in poverty if their income and resources are so inadequate as 
to preclude them from having a standard of living considered acceptable in the society 
in which they live.  Because of their poverty they may experience multiple disadvantage 
through unemployment, low income, poor housing, inadequate health care and barriers to 
lifelong learning, culture, sport and recreation.  They are often excluded and marginalised 
from participating in activities (economic, social and cultural) that are the norm for other 
people and their access to fundamental rights may be restricted.” 
European Commission, Joint Report on Social Inclusion 2004

Poverty and social 
exclusion are not only 

consequence of the 
economic crisis but of 

gender discriminations. 



In short, women are often not financially independent, which is a basis for being able 
to live a life based on gender equality.

Aretusa and its member NGOs are convinced that the direct and indirect 
effects of the crisis and austerity measures combined with the risk of giving 
little attention to gender issues and the reduction of public commitment to 
women’s rights are likely to create the risk that human trafficking is growing 
in scope, especially in those origin and destination countries with high 
unemployment among young people and with a cut of measures to prevent 
and combat poverty and social exclusion. 

On the 25th April Aretusa member organisations organized at the European 
Parliament the seminar  “Gender vulnerabilities and challenges through the crisis. 
NGOs action for maintaning the commitment to gender equality at EU and local 
level”. The event gathered NGO’s, representatives of the European Commission 
and of the European Parliament and experts to exchange information and 
discuss with regards to the current challenges that women’s organisations 
are facing to ensure the enforcement of the fundamental values of the 
European Union such as dignity, equality and solidarity.      

One example on the current situation is reported in Greece. The NGO, Research 
Centre of Women´s Affairs, a member of Aretusa said:  “Recently in Athens it has 
been announced by the mayor that the increase in prostitution has outreached the 
1.500% and we have an enormous rise in sexually transmitted diseases. Women in 
streets, mainly victims of trafficking are afraid of turning in the circuits that exploit 
them, while the state is unable to control the situation and stop the exploitation.”

As highlighted in the Seminar by Aretusa’s President, member organizations  
intend to raise awareness of the fact that trafficking and other forms of sexual 
exploitation, such as prostitution, represent direct consequences of the 
lack of opportunities accessible to women both in origin and destination 
countries. Poverty, social and economic exclusion and gender stereotyping 
keep women in a position of vulnerability to abuse and violation of their 
fundamental rights in all areas of public and private life.

In the light of this situation, the new EU anti-trafficking Directive can only be 
effectively enforced if the economic crisis and the on-going national Welfare 
restructuring  are countered with measures that have a conscious gender 
perspective. The  lack of gender-based impact analysis will instead lead 
to a higher feminization of poverty and will increase the human trafficking, 
prostitution and other forms of socio-economic exclusion.

”Female poverty is not only the result of the recent economic crisis but the consequence 
of various factors including stereotypes, existing gender pay gaps, barriers caused by the 
lack of reconciliation between family and work life, the longer life expectancy of women 
and, in general, the various types of gender discrimination, victimising mostly women” 
European Parliament, resolution of 8 March 2011 on the face of female poverty in the 
European Union

A position of vulnerability means a situation in which the person concerned has no real or 
acceptable alternative but to submit to the abuse involved.
Art.2 Directive 2011/36/UE

Feminisation of 
poverty contributes 

to rise the special 
vulnerability of 

women to abusive 
recruitment, violence 

and exploitation.



Gender equality has in recent years increasingly been set aside, and  it must be returned 
in to the key decision making Forums in Europe once again. NGOs have a greater role 
and influence in this work at all levels in the EU. As highlighted by our member from 
Italy, IRENE Association:  “Women are particularly at risk when social policies, including 
social inclusion and employment, have no gender perspective. In times of economic crisis, 
a framework based on the respect of fundamental rights, including equality between 
women and men, is crucial both to promote growth and to protect the most vulnerable 
citizens”. 

The actual  “recession of the gender perspective”   in several Member States precludes 
to address the conditions that give rise to trafficking and sexual exploitation. 
Unfortunately, we can observe that the trend right now in several Member States in 
principle precludes the prevention of human trafficking as it is expressed, for example, 
in Article 18 of the new EU Directive 2011/36/EU.  “Member States shall take appropriate 
measures, such as education and training, to discourage and reduce the demand that 
fosters all forms of exploitation related to trafficking in human beings.” 

Moreover, there is a risk that after 2016 we may reach to the conclusion that the EU 
Strategy 2012-2016 and the new EU directives were not enough to stop the only 
growing European Market: trafficking and prostitution.

Should we succeed, the relationship between poverty, gender and trafficking must be 
clarified and permeate all work within the European Union - involving all the proposals 
and measures to counter the economic crisis.

If we wait for the scientists in about ten years, to issue their reports on trends in 
trafficking in Europe, it might already be too late. By then there is a possibility that  
hundreds of thousands of women, children and young people would have have 
already become victims.

“Prevention needs to be stepped up in the light of the root causes which make people 
vulnerable to trafficking and addressing these causes should be a key aspect of prevention 
in the EU and in third countries”.  
The EU Strategy towards the Eradication of Trafficking in Human Beings 2012–2016



ARETUSA Is a network of 18 associations working in 15 EU Member States for 
the promotion of equality between women and men.

MEMBER ORGANISATIONS:

The World of NGO’s (Austria)
Caritas Ruse (Bulgaria)
Amicale du Nid (France) 
Solwodi (Germany)
Research Centre of Women’s Affairs (Greece)
MONA Foundation of Women of Hungary (Hungary)
AFP Patronato San Vincenzo (Italy)
Associazione Micaela (Italy)
IRENE Association  (Italy)
Latvijan Gender Problem Centre (Latvia)
Women Issue Information Center (Lithuania) 
National Council of Women (Malta) 
Source of life (Poland)
Asociatia Aproapele  (Romania)
EuroDezvoltare  (Romania)
Asociacion de Oviedo y Jorbalan  (Spain)
Baltic Fem (Sweden)
CHASTE  (United Kingdom)

CONTACTS:

ARETUSA AISBL, Register Number N.F.I. 1742

Boulevard Brand Whitlock 66
Woluwe Saint Lambert

1200 Bruxelles, Belgium
info.aretusa@gmail.com

www.aretusa.net

Secretariat:
AFP Patronato San Vincenzo

 progettazione@afppatronatosv.org

 
Presidency:

IRENE Association
 irene@irene.mi.it



JOIN OUR CAMPAIGN 
POVERTY, GENDER AND TRAFFICKING
to lobby for the transposition of the new anti-trafficking directive 2011/36/EU

In October Aretusa and its member organizations are 
launching the European Campaign “Poverty, gender and 
trafficking” to raise awareness on the challenges and 
opportunities in the 27 Member States for the transposition 
of the directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating 
trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims

Get involved in the POVERTY, GENDER AND TRAFFICKING campaign!

•	 attend the national roundtables organized by Aretusa to explore and debate with us the link 
between poverty, gender and trafficking; 

•	 attend the European Conference “Poverty, Gender and Trafficking. Is the new EU directive enough 
to stop the only growing European Market?” on November 7th in Sofia; 

•	 contribute to draft recommendations to EU and national institutions;

•	 use the common position paper on poverty, gender and trafficking to raise awareness on the 
issue;

•	 visit our website www.aretusa.net to follow the campaign. 

For further information please contact us at 
info.aretusa@gmail.com

The activities of the Aretusa 2012 Work Programme are implemented with the financial support of the 
European Union - Directorate General Justice,  under the Daphne III Programme. The information contained 
in this communication does not necessarily reflect the position or opinion of the European Commission. The 
sole responsibility for the contents lies with Aretusa.


