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Introduction 

The legacy of history is the poverty, powerlessness, and breakdown of social cohesion that plague so 

many Aboriginal families and communities. These conditions did not come about by chance, or through 

a failure to modernize, or through some moral deficiency on the part of Aboriginal people. They were 

created by past policies that systematically dispossessed Aboriginal peoples of their lands and economic 

resources, their cultures and languages, and the social and political institutions through which they took 

care of their own (Castellano, 1999). 

In Canada, domestic trafficking in Aboriginal Persons for the purposes of sexual exploitation is one of many 

tragic outcomes of the legacy of colonization. The sexual abuse, sexual exploitation, and trafficking of 

Aboriginal youth and adults, particularly girls and women, through various forms of prostitution is becoming 

recognized as a major Canadian human rights issue nationally and internationally (AWAN, 2012; Amnesty 

International, 2004; 2009; Assembly of First Nations, n.d.; EVABC, 2005).  The exact number of youth and 

adults who are sexually exploited is not known, however, several reports indicate that Aboriginal girls and 

women are significantly over represented in the commercial sexual exploitation industry (Farley et al, 2003; 

Oxman-Martinez, Lacroix, & Hanley, 2005; Sikka, 2009). Recent reports indicate Aboriginal boys and young 

men are also significantly over-represented in the sexual exploitation trade (McIntyre, 2009; 2012; Saewyc, 

MacKay, Anderson & Drozda, 2008). Factors that make Aboriginal youth and adults vulnerable to sexual 

exploitation and prostitution include poverty, homelessness, racism, over-representation in the judicial system, 

family dysfunction including spousal and child physical and sexual abuse, and low self esteem (Sethi, 2009), as 

well as living in foster/state care (Blackstock, 2009; Seshia, 2005). These vulnerabilities are linked to other 

outcomes and conditions related to Canada’s history of colonization and related policies of oppression and 

assimilation, including the Indian Act, the “60’s scoop” and the residential school system. 

In the following paper, the historical impacts of colonization are presented as the root causes of the trafficking, 

prostitution and sexual exploitation of Aboriginal people. In addition, a review of community and experientially 

based research as well as academic research and government reports that address the issues of domestic human 

trafficking, sexual exploitation, and prostitution of Aboriginal youth and adults is presented.  Topics addressed 

include: relevant legislation and related critiques; risk factors for sexual exploitation; gender differences and 
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similarities in victimization and exploitation as well as gaps in gender based research;  recruitment and control 

tactics; impacts on the health and well-being of individuals who are exploited; and recommended or promising 

practices in prevention, intervention, and  exiting support are summarized. 

The Legacy of Colonization 

The policies and practices of western European colonization throughout the world was to conquer, claim and 

expand control of lands, territories and people; to increase access to and exploit goods and resources, without 

consideration of the impacts to those lands, and despite the impact on indigenous peoples.  Assimilation policies 

and practices were rooted in capitalism, racism and patriarchy  and resulted in structural and systemic oppression 

that continues to impact Aboriginal communities, families, men, women and children today (Native Women’s 

Association of Canada (NWAC), 2010; Lynne, 1998; Sikka, 2009).  The Report of the Royal Commission on 

Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP, 1996) speaks of initial contact between Aboriginal people and the first European 

immigrants as relatively cooperative, often characterized by the newcomers’ reliance on Aboriginal people to 

assist them to survive in their new environment. Also outlined are military alliances as well as trading 

relationships and intermarriage between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people/communities through this time. 

On the other hand, this early stage was also “marked by incidents of conflict, growth in the number of non-

Aboriginal immigrants, and by the steep decline in Aboriginal populations following the ravages of diseases to 

which they had no natural immunity” (RCAP, Chap 5). 

In the mid 1800’s to early 1900’s, the “Displacement and Assimilation” stage began (RCAP, 1996) which 

included infringement upon and dispossession of Aboriginal lands and resources through war, treaties, the Indian 

Act including the reserve system; and the implementation of policies and programs such as residential schools, 

child welfare systems, criminal justice systems, and other policies, regulations, and laws that institutionalized 

cultural dispossession and oppression. Over time, this has, in many cases, eroded pro-social and adaptive 

individual, familial, community, and cultural knowledge and skills, leaving successive generations vulnerable to 

continued externally imposed trauma by non Aboriginal forces, including continued oppressive government 

policies (Blackstock, 2009; Native Women’s Association of Canada, 2010) racism and violence (Amnesty 

International, 2004; Chartrand & MacKay, 2006); as well as the perpetuation of internally imposed trauma (from 

within family/community) in the form of lateral violence (Findlay, D. & Golka, T., 2011; Native Women’s 

Association of Canada, n.d.), and family and sexual violence (Lynne, 1998; National Clearinghouse on Family 

Violence (NCFV), 2008). 
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The present day impacts of this history on Aboriginal people are numerous, complex and inter-related.  They 

include social and systemic issues such as racism (Aboriginal Justice Implementation Commission, 1999; 

McLarin, 2007), high levels of poverty (Noel & Laroque, 2009; Wilson & MacDonald, 2010), homelessness 

(Casavant, 1999; Native Women’s Association of Canada, 2007; United Native Nations Society, 2001), 

inadequate housing (Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada, n.d.; International Housing 

Coalition, n.d.); child welfare interventions/foster care (Blackstock, 2009; Trocme et al., 2005), incarceration 

(Perreault, 2009), and unemployment (RCAP, 1996;  Zietsma, 2010); and lower levels of educational 

achievement (Mendelson, 2008).  There are also significant individual psychological, emotional, physical health, 

behavioural and social impacts including internalized racism (Bombay, Matheson, & Anisman, 2009); higher 

rates of physical health concerns (Health Canada, 2011) and chronic illnesses (Health Canada, 2011); Complex 

PTSD (Herman, 1997, cited in Wesley-Esquimaux & Smolewski, 2004); depression, anxiety, and other mood 

disorders (Wesley-Esquimaux & Smolewski, 2004); substance abuse (Chansonneuve, 2007); high prevalence of 

interpersonal, sexual and domestic violence (Bopp, Bopp & Lane, 2003; Brennan, 2011; Hylton, 2002; NCFV, 

2008); and extreme rates of suicide, homicide and accidental death (Health Canada, n.d.; Statistics Canada, 

2006). Present day effects of colonialism and HTT are deep and pervasive in the lives of Aboriginal people and 

communities, and continue to be experienced through current policies, legislation and programs.  

Colonization and Gender 

The Native Women’s Association of Canada (NWAC, 2010), points out that Indigenous world views are “not 

hierarchical or patriarchal” and that, “Traditional Indigenous worldviews value women’s wisdom, voices and 

work equally with that of men as well as those of Two-Spirit people...”; and “interdependency and flexibility of 

gender roles was essential for survival before and after contact with Europeans” (p. 11).  In addition, NWAC 

states that colonization strategies were “gendered purposely to undermine and remove Indigenous women’s 

traditional authority and agency” and “designed to destroy women’s traditional roles within clan, kinship and 

governance systems, preparing them instead to become the ‘property’ of individual men as good ‘Christian’ 

wives and mothers, dependent upon and submissive to male authority and isolated within nuclear families” (p. 

11). The Indian Act, passed in 1876, was an act of patriarchy. Euro-Canadians created the name “Indian”, and 

decided who would be considered an “Indian”. “Indian” status was taken away from women who married non-

Aboriginal men and the women’s children were refused status as well; whereas “Indian” men who married non-

Aboriginal women did not lose their status, nor did their children (NWAC, 2010).   
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Aboriginal mothers, fathers, grandmothers, grandfathers and other family members’ role as caregivers and 

teachers of children was continuously undermined and attacked through policies that allowed the removal of 

children from their families and communities such as residential schools and child welfare systems as mentioned 

earlier. In addition to these policies, Aboriginal women were impacted by the Sexual Sterilization Act which was 

“created to prevent ‘mental defectives’ from having children”, and “was amended in 1937 to include ‘individuals 

incapable of intelligent parenthood’ a change that targeted Native women” (p. 12, NWAC, 2010); this 

amendment reflected a clear policy of racism and arguably, genocide.  

Indigenous women and their capacity to create life had been honored and celebrated within their cultures, but 

with colonization, these attitudes were replaced with beliefs that Aboriginal women were ‘savage, dirty, impure 

and sinful; therefore violable’ (p. 12, NWAC, 2010). Lynne (1998) argues the “policy of capitalism” coupled 

with patriarchy, transformed First Nations society and contributed to the notion of Aboriginal women as “sexual 

commodities”. She cites several examples that constitute the beginning of hundreds of years of sexual 

exploitation of Aboriginal women; included were:  a Hudson’s Bay Company officer, who in his diary, referred 

to a Chipewyan ‘slave woman’ he ‘kept’ for two years, during which time he confined her and trained her to 

recruit Chipewyan people to trade with the company; brothels filled with Aboriginal women to ‘service’ 

colonizing men as European women were not permitted to travel to Canada; and the example that some men took 

‘country wives’ who were Aboriginal women they lived with and had children with, and then often abandoned, 

leaving them without connection to their First Nations communities or culture. Sexual oppression, sexual 

exploitation of, and violence against Aboriginal women and girls continue today.    

Recently, reports have linked extremely high rates of violence against Aboriginal girls and women in Canada to 

the gendered impacts of colonization (Amnesty International, 2004; 2009; EVABC, 2005; NWAC, 2010). In 

2005, The Native Women’s Association of Canada began to gather information about Aboriginal women who 

had gone missing or been murdered over the previous 20 or so years. The organization reported collecting data 

on 582 Aboriginal girls and women, the majority of them were murdered, and 115 girls and women remain 

missing. More than two thirds of the disappearances and murders occurred in the Western provinces, more than 

half of the women were young (under 31), and 88% of these women were mothers and grandmothers. Of those 

who had been charged for killing the women, 17 % were strangers, which is a higher rate than for non-

Aboriginal women; half the murders have not been solved. The report indicated that 70 % of the girls and 

women disappeared from urban areas, and 60% of the murders occurred in urban areas. NWAC reported finding 

linkages between missing and murdered girls and women and “FASD (Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder), 
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hitchhiking, gangs, mobility, and jurisdictional issues” (p.ii); the organization has identified a need for further 

research into these linkages.  

In addition to the data collected by NWAC (2010), other reports indicate that Aboriginal women, children and 

men experience high levels of violence. in an analysis of the 2009 General Social Survey of Victimization, 

Aboriginal women aged 15 and older reported rates of violent victimization (sexual assault, physical assault, 

robbery) almost three times higher than the rate of victimization of non-Aboriginal women, and younger 

Aboriginal women (aged 15 to 35) are at higher risk of violence than older women (Brennan, 2011).  In a 

comprehensive literature review of domestic violence in Aboriginal communities, Bopp, Bopp and Lane (2003) 

found that 25% to 90% of Aboriginal women experienced intimate partner violence involving physical injuries 

and psychological and emotional abuse. Most violent incidents are not reported to the police by women 

(Brennan). Up to 50% of men also reported a family member abused them, “however they are much less likely to 

experience physical injury at the hands of their spouses than are women” (p. 28, Bopp, Bopp and Lane).  

Collin-Vezina, Dion, and Trocme (2009) examined several research reports on historical child sexual abuse 

(CSA) of Aboriginal adults and compared them to current sexual abuse incidents reported to children’s services.  

The authors found many mistakes in the historical CSA data collection or reporting processes in the papers they 

examined, and based on this, revised the prevalence rate for historical CSA to 25 to 50%. Based on cases 

investigated by child protection agencies in Canada (1998-2003), Aboriginal children currently appear to be less 

at risk of CSA than earlier generations and than non-Aboriginal children. In fact, in an analysis of all categories 

of abuse and neglect reported to child protection services, Aboriginal children were only referred to child 

protection agencies more than non-Aboriginal for reasons related to neglect; these cases were often related to 

poverty, inadequate housing or substance abuse (Trocme et al., 2005). The authors recognize many limitations to 

CSA data collection methods to date and raise many questions that require more study. Of note for the purposes 

of this paper, is that experiences of child sexual abuse have been reported as correlates to later sexual 

exploitation of girls and women, as well as boys and men (Farley, et al., 2009; McIntrye, 2002; 2009; Saewyc, 

MacKay, Anderson, & Drozda, 2008).  

Colonization and Men 

Aboriginal boys and men have also suffered from patriarchy and colonization. Many men had “clan mothers” in 

their culture, and they were taught respect for women. 
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The loss of spiritual practices and traditional ways of living diminished men’s sense of self and connection to 

community and the land, as did the related loss of specific roles and responsibilities that contributed to the 

survival of community and family (Caibaiosai, 2008). The reserve system displaced communities from 

traditional lands that supported their survival, and moved communities to inferior lands and limited space that 

could not sustain survival through traditional means, or often any other means (RCAP, 1996). The 

criminalization of spiritual ceremonies by the Indian Act, and the dislocation from community and family, as 

well as loss of culture and language imposed by the residential school system further alienated children from 

their sense of identity and self worth. Finally, emotional, physical and sexual abuses experienced by Aboriginal 

boys and girls through residential schools has resulted in generations of traumatized Aboriginal people, many 

who have gone on to be re-victimized repeatedly, or learned to be abusive or both (Bopp, Bopp & Lane, 2003; 

Brownridge, 2003; NCFV, 2008). As a result of these experiences, as well as substance abuse, poverty, lower 

educational achievement, high unemployment rates, and systemic racism, young Aboriginal men and women are 

at higher risk for gang involvement (Totten, 2009), involvement in commercial sexual exploitation -as victims 

and exploiters (Dalley, 2010; Kingsley & Mark, 2000, Sikka, 2009; Sethi, 2009), and are over-represented in the 

criminal justice system (Perreault, 2009).   

The legacy of colonization and residential schools deeply impacted Aboriginal people’s sense of identity 

and their coping strategies, and created structural barriers that keep them less educated and less employable, 

making it difficult to sustain hope and move out of poverty. These factors have made Aboriginal people, females 

and males, susceptible to sexual exploitation and involvement in prostitution. The next section provides an 

overview of human trafficking, sexual exploitation and prostitution laws, offering a context for commercial 

exploitation and prostitution in Canada.  

Human Trafficking, Sexual Exploitation and Prostitution in Canada 

The terms human trafficking, commercial sexual exploitation, sexual exploitation and prostitution have become 

confused and conflated in media portrayals of these issues, and more importantly, in the application of law 

enforcement (RCMP, 2010) and development and delivery of community services to victims (Kingsley & Mark, 

2000; Quarterman, Kaye, Winterdyck, 2012).  In Canada, there are international protocols, and national and 

provincial laws that apply to “trafficking of persons” for the purposes of sexual exploitation and sexual 
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exploitation of children, as well as laws that apply to prostitution activities-which may or may not be considered 

sexual exploitation, depending on the circumstances and interpretation of the laws (Barrett, 2010; FEWO, 2007; 

PIVOT Legal Society, n.d.). Finally, there are municipal bylaws that impact the delivery of sexually exploitative 

‘services’ or prostitution activities; these are largely bylaws related to ‘public nuisance’ issues and the licensing 

of commercial business (Lowman, 2001). This multilayered legal and policy approach to the issues of human 

trafficking for the purposes of sexual exploitation, sexual exploitation of youth and prostitution activities has 

made it difficult, to varying degrees, for researchers, law enforcement, community service providers, and the 

public to identify and to respond effectively. 

International Influences 

Although the sexual exploitation of children, youth, and women has been a longstanding issue worldwide, this 

activity has become acknowledged internationally as a significant human rights issue relatively recently.  The 

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC, 2009), in the Global Report on Trafficking in Persons 

(GRTIP), identifies the crime of human trafficking as one of enslavement. In 2000, the United Nations “Protocol 

to Prevent, Suppress, and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children” (the Protocol) was 

established, which supplements the United Nations “Convention Against Transnational Organized Crime”.  The 

Protocol is designed to address all forms of trafficking of persons including trafficking for non-sexually 

exploitive purposes, however, it is estimated that 79% of trafficking is engaged in for the purposes of sexual 

exploitation (UNODC). The need for a comprehensive approach including attention to prevention, protection of 

victims, and prosecution of offenders/exploiters is identified within the Protocol.  Canada ratified the Protocol in 

2002 and by doing so agreed to address the issue of human trafficking within its borders.  

Canada’s Response to the Protocol 

Canada’s legislative response to the UN Protocol is addressed in section 118 of the Immigration and Refugee 

Protection Act (IRPA) and sections 279.01 through 279.04 of the Canada’s Criminal Code.  The IRPA focuses 

on those trafficked from outside Canada and defines trafficking mostly through the means by which the person is 

brought into and transported, held or harboured in Canada.  The law is not intended to address the domestic 

trafficking of Canadians. In 2005, the Criminal Code was amended to include section 279.01 which states: 
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(1) Every person who recruits, transports, receives, holds, conceals, or harbours a person, or exercises 

control, direction or influence over the movements of a person, for the purpose of exploiting them or 

facilitating their exploitation is guilty of an indictable offense and liable 

a. To imprisonment for life if they kidnap, commit an aggravated assault or aggravated sexual 

assault against, or cause death to, the victim during the commission of the offence; or 

b. To imprisonment for a term of not more than fourteen years in any other case.  

(2) No consent to the activity that forms the subject matter of a charge under subsection (1) is valid. 

In their review of the UN Protocol and Canada’s policy response, the Standing Committee on the Status of 

Women, argued for the inclusion of pornography and prostitution as forms of sexual exploitation in Canada’s 

legislation, including services provided through “massage parlours, modeling agencies, exotic dance clubs, and 

escort agencies” (FEWO, 2007). The committee concluded that, “prostitution is closely linked to trafficking in 

persons...that prostitution is a form of violence and a violation of human rights....(and) that consent is irrelevant, 

because you can never consent to sexual exploitation”(Ch 2).  

Prostitution Laws 

Canadian prostitution laws have been scrutinized for their intent and the outcomes of their application, 

particularly outcomes for women who are exploited through prostitution. Advocates for decriminalization and/or 

legalization argue that the laws have resulted in criminalizing activity that should be legal as long as it is between 

two consenting adults, and that the laws, as they exist now, drive the activity underground increasing risk of 

violence to sex trade workers (Lowman, 2011; PIVOT Legal Society, 2006; SPOC, n.d.).  The differences 

between decriminalization and legalization appear to be the degree to which the business is regulated by 

municipal health regulations and business licensing (Day, 2008). Advocates of decriminalization/ legalization 

point to the Netherlands, New Zealand, Nevada (USA) and some other jurisdictions where prostitution has been 

legalized and is subject to some regulation, as models for Canada to consider. The Abolitionist arguments against 

decriminalization and legalization point out that this approach treats the sex ‘industry’ as any other business, 

ignoring the fact that most  of those involved cannot consent freely to prostitution, especially those who are 

marginalized due to poverty, race, gender, and other factors (Farley, et al., 2003; 2008; NWAC,2010; Valandra, 

2007). They also refer to the high levels of violence and risk of homicide that, especially, those involved in street 

based prostitution activities are subjected to. Abolitionists point to the Swedish/Nordic model as a legal 

framework for Canada to consider, which among other things, addresses the demand side of the issue, making 
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selling sexual services legal and buying services illegal (Barrett, 2010). Each of these perspectives argues their 

position is on the side of safety and equal rights for those involved in prostitution.   

Canadian prostitution laws were challenged as unconstitutional in Ontario in 2010 (Bedford v. Canada). In 2010, 

Justice Himmel released her decision to strike down sections 212(1)(j) (living wholly or partly on the avails of 

prostitution of another person)(i.e. pimping), and 213(1)(c) (communicating for the purposes) (i.e. street 

prostitution), and to strike the word “prostitution” from the definition of “common bawdy-house” in s.197(1) as 

it applies to s.210,” (i.e. legalizing brothels). The decision was appealed and the appeal court ruled in March, 

2012 to leave the “communicating” law (s. 213(1)) in place as well as ‘living off the avails” (s. 212(1)(j) adding 

“in cases of sexual exploitation” to 212(1)(j); the “bawdy house” (s.210) decision was upheld (Canada v. 

Bedford, 2012). NWAC (2012) and others (Johnston, 2012) oppose the court of appeal decision on the 

“communicating” law, they advocate the law should only apply to ‘buyers’, not sellers. They also oppose the 

amendment “in cases of sexual exploitation” to ‘living off the avails’; they suggest it is difficult to prove and it 

puts women at risk, and finally, they believe that legalizing brothels will increase risk to girls/women as the 

demand is legitimized and ‘workers’ will be needed for these businesses. Advocates for decriminalization/ 

legalization and abolition of prostitution anticipate that these decisions may be taken to the Supreme Court of 

Canada or that the government may choose to amend the current laws in response to this ruling (Johnston, 2012); 

this offers an opportunity for researchers, advocates and policy makers to influence Canadian prostitution law 

and impact sexual exploitation in this country.       

Prevalence Rates and Prosecution of Sexual Exploitation, Prostitution and Human Trafficking 

The criminal and marginalized nature of sexual exploitation makes it difficult to determine the total numbers of 

victims in Canada; there is no data collection/tracking method that provides a complete picture of commercial 

sexual exploitation or human trafficking. However, law enforcement statistics and community research offers 

insights into enforcement priorities and challenges as well as who is sexual exploited/ trafficked/ prostituted and 

who is exploiting them.  For example, an article on ‘street prostitution’ charges laid in 1995 (Statistics Canada, 

1997) indicated that 92% of charges were related to ‘communicating’; the remaining charges were related to 

procuring (5%) or bawdy-house offenses (3%). The ‘communicating’ charges were laid almost equally against 

women (52%) and men (48%); however, of those charged, it is not clear what portion were ‘buyers’ versus those 

in the sexual exploitation trade.  
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In 2009, in an assessment of the application of human trafficking laws since their inception, charges related to 

both international and domestic trafficking were examined (RCMP, 2010). Thirty three individuals had been 

charged under the Criminal Code section 279.01 for domestic trafficking for purposes of sexual exploitation. 
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An analysis of those victimized by traffickers was done in terms of gender, age, method of recruitment and other 

dynamics related to the relationship between the victims and the offenders. The majority of the victims were 

women between the ages of 14 and 25; the majority identified as Canadian citizens and said they had ‘consented’ 

to enter the sex trade originally. At least 11 of the victims were under the age of eighteen at the time of the 

offence, many of whom had been given fraudulent identification cards to gain employment in exotic dance clubs. 

The report also stated that some of the victims were “already in the sex trade but were recruited and consequently 

trafficked by pimps” (p. 21). The report does not elaborate on what ‘already in the sex trade’ means. There is no 

way to determine whether they were ‘trading’ sex to meet basic needs, involved in the commercial sex trade 

(street prostitution, massage parlours, exotic dance clubs, etc) or whether they had been working independently 

or were being exploited by a pimp, friend/family member, within a dating/partner relationship, or through an 

organized system controlled by a gang. By 2009, just five individuals of the thirty three had been convicted of 

human trafficking, one was a woman.  No information was provided on the ethnicity of those charged with 

exploitation or those who were exploited.  

The Canadian government contributed data to the Global Report on Trafficking in Persons (UNODC, 2009) on 

the laying of human trafficking and related charges between 2003 and 2008. The numbers are slightly different 

from those reported in the RCMP report referenced above, 21 charges of human trafficking were reported as well 

as 30 convictions of human trafficking ‘related’ conduct. These were “the minimal number of trafficking related 

cases prosecuted during the reporting period as not all human trafficking investigations undertaken by police 

agencies are reported for the purpose of national statistics” (p.132). Regardless, these are dismal numbers and 

point to a seriously inadequate data collection process, and/or a seriously under investigated or prosecuted crime.  

Laws Pertaining to the Sexual Exploitation of Children and Youth 

The laws summarized above also apply to children and youth, however, there are laws contained within the 

Criminal Code, as well as provincial and territorial ‘child protection’ legislation that specifically address the 

sexual exploitation of children and youth. In addition to the Criminal Code, every province and territory has 

child protection legislation that addresses the sexual abuse of children, and in some provinces there is child 

protection legislation that specifically addresses sexual exploitation/ prostitution and provides for related 

specialized protective and treatment services. Provinces with ‘secure’ assessment and treatment legislation have 
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faced constitutional challenges (for example Alberta’s Protection of Children Involved in Prostitution Act now 

the Protection of Sexually Exploited Children and Youth Act) (Bittle, 2002; Grover, 2002) as well as objections 

from youth advocacy groups (Justice for Girls, n.d.).  The rationale as well as the efficacy of this approach to 

child protection is questioned by Justice for Girls (n.d.) as follows:  

There is no evidence that forcibly removing young women, confining them for a period of time and 

coercing them to form a treatment plan reduces the risk to youth outside of the time they spend in 

confinement... In an effort to avoid being targeted for containment, girls are very likely to avoid services 

that they might have accessed voluntarily, such as social workers, outreach services or drug and alcohol 

services...(Para 15).  

Justice for Girls as well as others (Oxman-Martinez, Lacroix, & Hanley, 2005; Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson, 

Drozda, 2008) advocate for stronger laws and application of those laws against exploiters (recruiters, pimps, and 

buyers), and the need for better access to housing, substance abuse treatment, counselling and supports for 

education for sexually exploited youth.  

The sexual exploitation, prostitution and human trafficking legislation confuse the issue of victimization by the 

commercial sex industry. Is a person who has no other means of survival able to truly consent to prostitution? 

Are there circumstances that should make “consent” irrelevant in this country; could a person’s life 

circumstances and vulnerabilities ever remove their ability to truly consent?  Media portrayals of “trafficked 

foreign women” forced to perform sexual services in massage parlours or “exotic dance clubs” versus images of 

“drug addicted street prostitutes” in “run down” neighbourhoods like the Vancouver’s East side, versus “sex 

work” done by well educated and well dressed women through “high end” escort agencies offer up images of 

‘”legitimate” victims versus those who “choose a lifestyle” (MacKinnon, 2011).  Attitudes and beliefs about 

sexual exploitation and prostitution, as well as personal agency, race, gender and human rights are not separate 

from these definitions and their application in law; understanding the experiences of those who are exploited is 

crucial to providing appropriate and effective community services. 

Sexual Exploitation Victimizes the Most Vulnerable 

Throughout North America, and elsewhere in the world, those who are targeted for human trafficking for the 

purposes of sexual exploitation are the most vulnerable and marginalized in their communities, cities, and 
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nations. Those most at risk of sexual exploitation are girls and women, racial minorities and colonized peoples, 

and the poor, homeless and less educated (Cusick, 2002; Day, 2008; Estes, Azaola, & Ives, 2004; Lloyd, 2005; 

Seshia, 2005).
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 Individual or situational factors common to youth exploited through the commercial sex industry/prostitution are 

childhood experiences of physical and/or sexual abuse (McIntyre, 2002; 2009; Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson, & 

Drozda, 2008; Wilson & Widom, 2010) witnessing aggression in the home (McIntyre, 2002); prior 

contemplation of self harm (McIntyre, 2002); involvement with children’s services/foster care (Blackstock, 

2009; Cusick, 2002; McIntyre, 2002; Seshia, 2005; Sikka, 2009); running away from home or state care (Dalley, 

2010; Estes & Weiner, 2001; Kingsley & Mark, 2010; McIntyre, 2002; Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson, & Drozda, 

2008) and being ‘thrown out’ of home (Dalley, 2010), youth legally living independently and unsupervised when 

they reach sixteen (Dalley, 2010); and being a member of a sexual minority group (two-spirit, gay boys, lesbian 

girls, transgendered boys and girls, boys and girls with confused sexual identity) (Estes & Weiner, 2001; 

Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson, & Drozda).  The majority of women and men involved in prostitution were first 

exploited when they were children/youth (Farley et al, 2003; McIntyre, 2009); therefore many of the correlative 

factors above are common to adults working in the sexual exploitation industry.    

Sexual Exploitation and Aboriginal People 

In Canada, the exact number of youth and adults who are sexually exploited and trafficked is not known, 

however, several reports indicate that Aboriginal girls and women are significantly over represented in the 

commercial sexual exploitation industry, particularly in street based prostitution (Farley et al, 2003; Oxman-

Martinez, Lacroix, Hanley, 2005; Sikka, 2009). For example,  Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson and Drozda (2008) 

reported one third to one half of sexually exploited youth they surveyed in BC were Aboriginal. Seshia (2005) 

found that in Winnipeg, 70% of sexually exploited youth and 50% of adult sex workers are Aboriginal. Out of 

100 women working in the sexual exploitation industry in Vancouver, 52% were Aboriginal (Farley et al.), and 

60% of sexually exploited youth in the city are Aboriginal (Urban Native Youth Association, 2002). In a study 

done by the British Columbia Assistant Deputy Minister’s Committee on the Sexual Exploitation of Youth 

(2000), researchers found that depending on the community surveyed, 14 to 60% of sexually exploited youth 

were Aboriginal. McIntyre (2012) conducted a study of men involved in the sexual exploitation trade across 

Western Canada, and found that Aboriginal men were significantly over-represented, ranging from  40% in 

British Columbia to 85% in Saskatchewan.  Aboriginal people made up only 3.8% of the Canadian population in 

2006 (Statistics Canada, 2010), yet they make up a large portion of those exploited through prostitution, 
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particularly in the western Provinces; these statistics are shocking and illustrate the need for radical change in 

this area.  
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Sexual Exploitation and Gender  

The illicit nature of sexual exploitation/ prostitution and the less recognized form of sexual exploitation,   

‘trading sex’ to meet basic needs, makes it very difficult to accurately assess the total number of people who are 

sexually exploited and the gender distribution of those impacted, however, it is generally accepted that girls and 

women are at much higher risk of sexual exploitation through human trafficking and exploitation than boys and 

men (Amnesty International, 2004; 2009; NWAC, 2010; UNODC, 2009). The Global Report on Trafficking in 

Persons (UNODC, 2009) reported that 79% of human trafficking in the world is for the purposes of sexual 

exploitation. In the report, women represented 66% of those trafficked, girls represented 13%, while men were 

12% and boys 9% (p. 11). Clearly, gender appears to be a primary determiner for who is trafficked and 

exploited; to date, girls and women’s experience of sexual exploitation and trafficking has been the focus of most 

research. Less is known about boys and men’s experiences of sexual exploitation; in Canada, however, there are 

indications there may be more sexually exploited boys and young men than previously known (Saewyc, 

MacKay, Anderson & Drozda, 2008). More research is required to better determine the gender distribution of 

those sexually exploited in Canada.    

Research that is available suggested some similarities and differences in the experiences of girls and women 

versus boys and men who are sexually exploited/ trafficked through prostitution. Kaye (2007) reported that 80% 

of men involved in the commercial sex trade in the United States work through agencies and by placing ads in 

print and other media. Similarly, 80% of women work in massage parlours, strip clubs, brothels, ‘closed houses’ 

and escort agencies (Cool, 2004; Oxman- Martinez, Lacroix, & Hanley, 2005). Boys and men mostly work 

independently, are less likely to be connected to organized prostitution, and less likely to have been ‘recruited’ 

into commercial sexual exploitation or ‘pimped’ by someone than girls and women (Cool, 2004; Dalley, 2010; 

Kaye, 2007).  

Although it is widely accepted that girls and women are at far more risk of sexual exploitation than boys and 

men, Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson and Drozda (2008) examined sexual exploitation of street involved youth and 

youth in custody in British Columbia in 2000 and 2006, and the results challenge the estimated 80 to 20 percent 

ratio of females to males commonly reported in other studies (Kingsley & Mark 2000; McIntyre, 2002; UNODC, 

2009). In terms of street involved youth, a greater number (34%) of younger males (ages 12 to 18) reported being 

sexually exploited than females of the same age (27%). For youth ages 19 to 25, more young women were 
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sexually exploited than young men (53% versus 32%). Many factors impact results such as this including the 

respondent’s identification with the definition of sexual exploitation used in the survey and systemic factors that 

influence which youth are accessible at the time of the study. Hunt (2008) observed that there is relatively little 

research on sexual exploitation of Aboriginal girls and women, she asserted, 

Before we can definitively talk about the scope of the problem, we must hear from girls and women (and 

their families) who have been impacted by trafficking. And, in order to facilitate this we will need to 

increase education at all levels as to what trafficking is, and how it interacts with related human rights 

issues. How can we identify the issue in our community if we don’t know the scope or definition of 

trafficking? How can we keep an eye out for it when we are not able to name it? (p. 5).   

There is even less known about Aboriginal boys and men and their experiences of sexual exploitation or 

trafficking (McIntyre, 2012). Without clarity about prevalence rates or understanding of the experiences of those 

exploited and trafficked, including the gendered aspects of these experiences, it remains difficult to prevent it 

from happening, and to intervene when it does.     

Sexual Orientation/ Sexual Identity 

Little research is available on the prevalence of people who identify with a minority sexual orientation and/or 

sexual identity who are sexually exploited through prostitution. Kingsley and Mark (2000) acknowledge that 

while the majority of exploited youth are girls, 20 to 25% are boys, two-spirited, transgendered and transsexual 

individuals. Of the up to 80% of girls and women referred to in the literature, their sexual orientation is often 

not addressed. Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson and Drozda (2008), in their comparison of sexually exploited youth 

to non-sexually exploited youth in 2001, 2004, and 2006, reported that roughly one third of street involved 

youth identified as lesbian, gay or bisexual (LGB) compared to 8 to 18% of non-exploited youth. In the same 

study, 30% of exploited youth who were in custody compared to 4% of non-exploited youth in custody 

identified as LGB. In Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson and Drozda, of the younger women who had been sexually 

exploited (12 to 19 years old), roughly 30% identified as lesbian or bisexual, and fewer younger men, roughly 

20%, identified as gay or bisexual. In McIntyre (2009), the men reported their sexual orientation and gender 

identity as follows: gay (38%); gay for pay (14%); straight for pay (3%); tranny (19%); bisexual (18%); confused 

(7%); and don’t know (1%).  McIntyre stated that many men distinguished their sexual orientation/gender 

identity in their private life from their ‘working’ orientation/identity.  Interestingly, for both genders, a 
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significantly higher proportion of individuals identified a minority sexual orientation or gender identity, than is 

found in the broader/dominant society (Breyer et al., 2010). Some of the reasons for the high representation 

may be that experiences of considerable vulnerability in the dominant/heterosexist society pushed some 

youth, particularly males, into the sex trade to explore and practice their identity (Kingsley & Mark, 2000), and 

others may have become vulnerable to exploitation in their search for a positive community to reduce isolation 

and find a place of belonging (Walls & Bell, 2011). 

Age at First Experience of Commercial Sexual Exploitation 

The question of age of first sexual exploitation is important as it sheds light on the dynamics of sexual 

exploitation and the question of choice. Sethi (2009), in interviews with service providers to sexually exploited 

youth was told that in Saskatoon, there are children as young as 9 sexually exploited and the average age of first 

sexually exploitation experience for girls there is 11 to 12. Kingsley and Mark (2000), report the average age of 

entry into street based the sexual exploitation industry is 14. This is consistent with youth interviewed by 

Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson and Drozda (2008) who found that in 2000, the average age of first exploitation was 

13.8 and in 2006, it was 14.8. McIntyre (2009) reported that 73% of the males she interviewed entered the 

commercial sexual exploitation trade before the age of 18, most entering between 14 and 17, with 8 years old 

being the youngest age of first sexual exploitation. Twenty seven percent of the men entered after age 18, two to 

nine percent (depending on the province) entered after age 24. Benoit and Millar (2001) found that over 50% of 

those surveyed in their study began before age 18, however, the age of entry overall was older; the median age of 

entry for women was 18, for men was 19, and for Aboriginal respondents was 17 years old. McIntyre (2002) 

reported the men she interviewed entered the industry at younger ages and stayed longer than the women she 

interviewed. In McIntyre’s (2009) study of men involved in the sexual exploitation trade, 42% had been involved 

for 6 to 15 years; 9% had been in it for more than 20 years. Women averaged between 6 (McIntyre, 2002) to 10 

years (Farley et al., 2003) in the industry.  

O’Doherty (2003) surveyed women involved primarily in non-street based work (massage parlours, escort 

agencies, and independent escorts), of the 24 respondents who provided demographic information, 56.7 % 

started between 19 and 24 years old, 16.6% started after age 30, and 8% started prior to 18 years old. The 

average number of years in massage and escorting was 3.3, and the average number of years for independent 

venues was 4.4; the longest time spent working in massage parlours was 11.5 years and for independent and 

escort services the longest was 19.5 years (O’Doherty). There may be some differences in terms of age of entry 
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to sexual exploitation through street prostitution compared to ‘indoor’ services as well as some gender 

differences in age of entry and length of time in, however, it appears that children and youth are most vulnerable 

to be sexual exploited through prostitution and this early involvement places them at continued risk for 

exploitation or involvement in adulthood.   

Introduction or Recruitment  

The dynamics of entry into sexual exploitation appears to be different for the genders; however a very common 

risk factor for youth of both genders is homelessness due to running away or being “thrown out”. Saewyc, 

MacKay, Anderson, & Drozda (2008) reported that an average of 79% of the females and males in their study 

had left home before they were sexually exploited, approximately 6% were sexually exploited before leaving 

home (p. 32). As a means of survival, these youth engage in a number of subsistence strategies such as 

‘conning’, theft,  trading sex for specific items such as food, shelter, money, or drugs (Tyler, 2009), and selling 

drugs (Totten, 2009). Some authors (Overall cited in Tyler) distinguish ‘trading sex’ (seen as a practical survival 

strategy) from sexual exploitation and prostitution, while others see it as a form of sexual exploitation (Farley 

et al., 2003; 2009). Regardless of the characterization of the behaviour, Tyler found it to be a risk factor for 

eventual involvement in the commercial sex industry, and Kaye (2007) refers to’ trading sex’ for boys and men 

as a survival strategy and entry point into the sex industry.  

Recruitment tactics for Aboriginal girls and women occur across a continuum including emotional and 

psychological manipulation, the initial meeting of basic survival needs, and threats and physical or sexual 

violence (Dalley, 2010; Perrin, 2010; Sethi, 2007). Girls are commonly sexually exploited by family members 

such as parents, older siblings and other relatives (Kingsley & Mark, 2000; Sethi, 2007) as well as friends, 

boyfriends, or ‘pseudo-boyfriends’ (Dalley, 2010; Seshia, 2005). Non acquaintance/related recruiters often 

cruise public locations looking for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal girls who appear vulnerable to recruitment 

(Sethi, 2007). Girls from rural areas and reserves are at particularly high risk when they travel to larger urban 

areas to attend appointments or cultural events, find employment or go to school (Sethi, 2007; Sikka, 2009). 

Recruiters are most often young men, and also sometimes women, who are skilled at assessing vulnerabilities 

based on a girls age, her access to social supports including family and friends, need for belonging/acceptance, 

experience or knowledge of dating relationships and prostitution, and recruiters are highly adept at using 

emotional and psychological manipulation to attract and trap the young person (Perrin, 2010; Sethi, 2007; 
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Sikka, 2009). Coercion and force through threats, physical and sexual violence, as well as abduction have also 

been reported by some girls and women as their entry into sexual exploitation (Perrin, 2010; Totten, 2009). 

Aboriginal girls are at significant risk of recruitment by gangs for the purposes of sexual exploitation (Sethi, 

2007; Totten, 2009). They may be recruited by family members or friends who are members of the gang, and 

they are often used as “sexual slaves”. “Gang crimes related to exploitation include gang rape and other forms 

of sexual assault, witness intimidation, extortion, forcible confinement, controlling or living off the avails of 

prostitution, organized crime offenses and trafficking” (p. 4, Totten).  Gangs also traffic girls and women; 

networks are found in major cities and in small towns in western Canada (Sethi, 2007; Totten, 2009).  

There is a connection between substance use and sexual exploitation.  Introducing drugs to youth and women, 

promoting a drug addiction or supplying a drug habit and using drug debt have been reported as recruiting 

strategies for sexual exploitation and a means of control (Sethi, 2007; Totten, 2009). Saewyc, MacKay, 

Anderson and Drozda (2008) reported that the majority of sexually exploited and non-sexually exploited youth 

in their study had used alcohol and marijuana prior to leaving home; however, sexually exploited youth were 

more likely to have used cocaine, hallucinogens, and amphetamines, as well as injection drugs or prescription 

pills (without a prescription) than non-exploited youth. Kingsley and Mark (2000) note that use of drugs and 

alcohol can quickly become a coping  strategy “to sedate the feelings surrounding sex work” (p. 18).   

Aboriginal girls and women are also vulnerable to recruitment because of their over-representation in the child 

protection system and criminal justice system (Sikka, 2009). Sikka noted that Aboriginal girls and women are 

often criminalized as a result of victimization, “Aboriginal women may be charged when they are reacting to 

abuse or when they are reacting to the poor social conditions...” (p. 9). Girls often become involved in the 

criminal justice system when they are in care because anger and aggressive behaviours can become coping 

strategies for children with histories of abuse and neglect, and children in care who act out against workers or 

commit other violent acts often find themselves transferred to detention centres, where they are exposed to 

recruiters and others involved in prostitution (Sikka, p. 11).   

Internet luring and predator access to children and youth through social media has been a concern for some time 

in Canada (Cybertip). Thrasher (as cited in Sethi, 2007), stated that traffickers are increasingly using the internet 

to lure Aboriginal girls to the cities, with promises of an exciting life and a good job. This is an area that requires 
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more research to understand the extent of this problem and to inform awareness and prevention strategies in 

Aboriginal communities. Developing social media ‘’apps” could be a mechanism for prevention activities.   

In McIntyre’s (2009) study of sexual exploitation of young men across the Western provinces of Canada, 51% of 

the men were “introduced” to sexual exploitation by a friend, others learned “by observing others” and the 

remainder were solicited by a “customer” and “figured it out” as a result of that experience (p. 23 ). Another 

difference for boys and young men is the potential to be supported by a ‘sugar daddy’, “a man who offers 

money or gifts to a younger person in return for companionship or sexual favors” (Wikipedia, nd). Seventy five 

percent of the men McIntyre interviewed reported having a sugar daddy. McIntyre reported that these young 

men sought out this relationship, and that they and the sugar daddy identified as gay men. In McIntyre’s study, 

men who identified as ‘gay for pay’ did not look for sugar daddies. The data available suggests that boys and 

men may exercise more personal agency in their entry into the sexual exploitation trade than most girls and 

women.  

Violence Against Sexually Exploited Men and Women 

Experiences of harassment, coercion, and violence are common for males and females involved in prostitution; 

however, there is disagreement among researchers on the extent of violence experienced across different 

venues (indoor versus street based prostitution) (Farley et al., 2009; MacKinnon, 2011; O’Doherty, 2003)and 

genders (Shaver, 1996). Comack and Seshia (2010) examined violence reported by two Winnipeg newsletters 

intended to inform women and transgendered people working in street based prostitution about incidents and 

perpetrators.  Eighty one percent of the 222 reports from 2002 to 2007, were of “bad dates” which included 

verbal, physical, sexual and economic forms of violence “perpetrated by a client of a predator posing as a client 

against someone who is, at the time of the incident, working the streets” (p. 204), and the remainder were 

“street hassles” which were acts of violence perpetrated against those involved in street based prostitution by 

someone other than a client.  The most common forms of violence perpetrated against by ‘bad dates’ was 

physical violence (74%) and sexual violence (58%), the most common forms of violence in street hassles was 

verbal (53%) and physical (49%).   

Created with novaPDF Printer (www.novaPDF.com). Please register to remove this message.

http://www.novapdf.com


 
Domestic Trafficking in Aboriginal Persons: The Legacy of Colonization and Sexual Exploitation 
 

 

 
25 

 
NCR#4557552 - v1 

In a study of 100 women working in street based prostitution in Vancouver, 91% had been physically assaulted, 

76% had been raped (59% of those reported being raped more than 5 times), and 67% had been threatened 

with a weapon while working in prostitution (Farley et al. 2003). In a study of 200 women who were being 

sexually exploited through prostitution in Victoria, BC, 67% of them reported being medically treated for 

physical injuries they received from “customers” and 36% had been hospitalized as a result of their injuries 

(Benoit & Millar, 2001). In her study of victimization of women who worked ‘indoors’ as escorts, in massage 

parlours or independently, O’Doherty (2003) reported they experienced significantly less violent victimization 

than women in street based exploitation; this was consistent with other studies she cited in her literature 

review (Brukert et al., 2003; Lewis, Maticka-Tindale, Shaver & Schram, 2005). MacKinnon (2011) and Farley 

(2003), while acknowledging some differences in level of violence across venues, cautioned against drawing 

conclusions that because of these differences, some forms of prostitution are more acceptable than others; no 

level of violence is acceptable.   

Shaver reported that males experience less violence than females; however, McIntyre (2009) found that 80% of 

the men surveyed in her study experienced a ‘bad date’ (physical or sexual violence), and boys and men 

experience homophobic related assaults or ‘gay bashing’ while working as well (Kaye, 2007; McIntyre, 2009). 

Thirty eight percent of the men in McIntyre reported seeking health services “as a result of (the) individual’s 

hustling/ working” (p. 45), however it is not clear whether this was related to violence and injuries, sexual, or 

other health concerns.   

Lowman (2000) acknowledges the vulnerability to violence of women involved particularly in street based 

prostitution. He points to attitudes towards street based prostitution as a “public nuisance” and efforts to “get 

rid” of the problem as contributing to a “discourse of disposal”. This ‘discourse’ allows for and condones 

harassment of those involved, rendering them and the violence against them invisible (Lowman; Comack & 

Seshia, 2011). Between 1991 and 1995, 63 known prostitutes were murdered, 60 were female, seven were 15 

to 17 years old, 50 deaths were attributed to ‘clients’, 8 to pimps or a drug related incident (Statistics Canada, 

1997); 171 female prostitutes were killed between 1991 and 2004, 45% of the cases remain unsolved (Statistics 

Canada, 2006). Aboriginal people are significantly over-represented in street based prostitution, particularly in 

the western Provinces (Farley et al, 2003; Oxman-Martinez, Lacroix, Hanley, 2005; Sikka, 2009), making them 

the more likely recipients of the violence that occurs through prostitution. At least a quarter of the missing and 
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murdered Aboriginal women mentioned earlier in this paper, were women involved in street prostitution 

(NWAC, 2010). Clearly, people who are sexually exploited through prostitution are in danger of serious injuries, 

violence and possibly death; Aboriginal girls and women especially are particularly at risk of these outcomes.    

The Buyers/ Sexual Exploiters 

Men are the primary ‘buyers’ of ‘sexual services’ from girls and women, as well as boys and men (Farley et al. 

2011; Hughes, 2004; Lowman, 1997; and Raymond, 2004). There is growing awareness of women’s 

involvement in sexual exploitation as recruiters and pimps, particularly of girls and women (Sikka, 2009), and 

more recently also as buyers. McIntyre (2009) reported that 43% of the men she surveyed were approached by a 

woman, although a significant number of them were doing so on behalf of their male partner, to either watch 

them have sex with the male sex worker, or to be involved in a ‘threesome’ with the couple.  Saewyc, MacKay, 

Anderson and Drozda (2008) reported that although most of the sexually exploited youth they surveyed were 

exploited by men, 30% were only exploited by women, and 20% were exploited by both men and women. In his 

autobiography, Sterry (2002) described his experiences as a youth recruited into the sexual exploitation industry, 

where he only dealt with women as ‘buyers’.  It remains that men are the primary buyers of sexual services 

(McIntyre, 2002; 2009; Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson & Drozda,2008), however, some women also sexually 

exploit males and females. Understanding why people sexually exploit others, or “buy sexual services”, is 

important to the creation of effective policies and interventions and to increase the safety of those involved; 

however, this topic is beyond the scope of the paper.  

Impacts of Sexual Exploitation through Prostitution  

Although there is diversity in the degree to which individuals are impacted by sexual exploitation and 

prostitution, there are many mental and physical as well as social effects associated with the experience. Mental 

and physical effects include post traumatic stress symptoms due to experiences of violence (Farley et al., 2003; 

McIntyre, 2009), depression (Raymond, Farley, & Schwartz as cited in Farley et al., 2003; Tyler, 2009); thoughts 

or self harming behaviours (McIntyre, 2002; 2009; Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson & Drozda, 2008); suicidal 

thoughts or attempts (Kidd & Kral, 2002; Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson & Drozda, 2008) low self esteem due to 

the social stigma associated with prostitution (Kidd & Kral, 2002; Kingsley & Mark, 2000; Saewyc, MacKay, 

Anderson & Drozda, 2008), addictions (Erickson, Butters, McGillicuddy & Hallgren, 2000; Saewyc, MacKay, 

Anderson & Drozda, 2008; Sprung as cited in Kingsley & Mark, 2000), sexually transmitted infections including 
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HIV/AIDs/ Hepatitis C (McIntyre, 2009; Romanow,  2003) and struggles with disconnection or dissociation 

during sexual activity (McIntyre, 2002).  A female youth explained, “It got to the point that I didn’t care what I 

looked like, I didn’t care who I was having sex with, I didn’t care what was happening to me and I didn’t care if I 

was going to live to see the next day. It got to the point where nothing mattered” (p. 31, Kingsley & Mark). The 

mental and physical health consequences to individuals sexually exploited through prostitution are wide ranging 

and life changing.  

Youth and adults who have been involved in sexual exploitation and prostitution often have limited access to a 

sense of “social place” or opportunities beyond the world of prostitution.  Employability in “mainstream” work is 

impacted; many people have limited education prior to entering prostitution, or are forced to leave school after 

running away or being thrown out of home (Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson & Drozda, 2008). Related to this, many 

have no other work experience or marketable skills (Kingsley & Mark, 2000; McIntyre, 2002; 2009), and many 

end up with criminal records, particularly those with street involvement (McIntyre, 2009; Statistics Canada, 

1997; Totten, 2009). Lack of a “legitimate” work history, as well as a criminal record, further limits a person’s 

options. Aboriginal people also have structural barriers to employment that appear to be rooted in racism 

(Statistics Canada, 2010). Those who can obtain work often do so in low wage positions, and as a result, live in 

poverty. These people often return to prostitution at least occasionally to meet theirs or their family’s survival 

needs (McIntyre, 2002, 2009; Seshia, 2005). The social stigma and lack of understanding from “mainstream” 

family, friends, service providers and potential employers is isolating and can be a barrier to leaving the street 

environment or staying away from it as many people report feeling accepted there (Kingsley & Mark, 2000; 

McIntyre, 2002). Social barriers, along with mental and physical health issues, create major challenges to 

breaking free from sexual exploitation through prostitution.   

Recommendations for Prevention, Interventions, Exiting Supports, and Raising Public 

Awareness Identified by Experiential Youth and Adults 

There is so much abuse out there and I think we close our eyes to it, we don’t want to see it because it’s 

happening in our own families, it’s happening to our friends....we want to think it’s happening to other 

people, but it is here and we have to take responsibility (p. 53, female youth, Kingsley & Mark, 2000) 

Kingsley and Mark (2000) as well as others (Sethi, 2007; Seshia, 2005) advocate for the voices of Aboriginal 

youth and adults who have been sexually exploited to be heard regarding prevention, interventions, and support 
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services. Policy makers, researchers, community service providers and community and family members will 

benefit from listening to and honoring these voices; ultimately they are the experts on their experiences and their 

needs.  Further, meaningful program development and delivery requires the involvement of experiential youth 

and adults. Kingsley and Mark make the point that “the most important component of youth participation is 

realistic participation.... (which)  means creating a supportive environment in which all youth can realize their 

potential and be instrumental in the development of public policy and programs” (p. 50).  The following 

recommendations were provided by experiential youth and adults. The categories used below follow those set 

out by Kingsley and Mark; namely prevention; crisis intervention and harm reduction; exiting and healing; and 

public attitudes and advocacy.   

Prevention 

As mentioned earlier, a large percentage of sexually exploited youth and adults were sexually abused as children; 

many of them believe their early experiences made them more vulnerable to later sexual exploitation and 

involvement in prostitution (Kingsley & Mark; McIntyre, 2002, 2009; Seshia, 2005). Educating children, youth, 

parents, community leaders, elders, and community service providers, including school staff and youth workers 

to recognize sexual abuse as well as other forms of child abuse and family violence, and to intervene, will begin 

to interrupt the cycle of intergenerational violence that makes children and youth susceptible to sexual 

exploitation. Sethi (2007) made the point that many communities are in denial about these problems, and that this 

is fueled by community leadership who refuse to acknowledge it. Yet, youth recognize the difficult 

circumstances of theirs and their parents’ lives are related to the intergenerational abuse and trauma of 

“residential schools, forced adoption and racism” and that these issues need to be acknowledged by whole 

communities and addressed together in order to interrupt the cycle and prevent sexual exploitation of children 

and youth in the future(p. 59, Kingsley & Mark). 

A theme throughout Kingsley and Mark (2000) was the youths’ clarity about the need for connection to their 

culture. This was repeated in the literature by Barret (2010), Sethi, (2007), and has been recognized as 

fundamental to healing from the trauma of intergenerational oppression and violence (Wesley-Esquimaux, & 

Smolewski, (2004). In a review of best and promising practices in addressing intergenerational trauma 

with Indigenous people in Canada, the United States, Australia and New Zealand, Archibald (2006) 

found common principles in approaches.  Central to the process was learning about the history of 

colonization, mourning the losses, and reconnecting with traditional cultures, values and practices. 
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Reconnection with traditional knowledge and practices was found to be significant to healing, however, 

many projects worked with traditional and non-traditional healing practices/therapies to accommodate 

the diversity of individual/community beliefs, experiences and/or preferences for interventions 

(Archibald). This approach serves to build self esteem, another point stressed by the youth (Kingsley& Mark).  

Youth need “safe non-judgemental places to go” for recreation to decrease vulnerabilities and risk, and when in 

crisis they need “drop-in centres, emergency shelters, support groups and friendship centres with flexible and late 

night hours” (p. 59, Kingsley & Mark; Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson & Drozda, 2008). A preference for service 

delivery voiced by youth and adults in the sexual exploitation trade is for service providers to have experienced 

sexual exploitation through prostitution (Kingsley & Mark; Seshia, 2005; Rabinovitch,2003).  

Barrett (2010) suggested Aboriginal communities consider developing communication networks called 

“Community Watch Groups” that share information between reserves and rural areas and urban areas, so that 

when young people travel to the cities for recreation or schooling or work, there is a network established to help 

them while in the city and to keep in touch with their communities. Another example of this type of prevention 

strategy would be to have ‘safe transition shelters’ for youth visiting or moving to the city, to help them get 

oriented and networked with healthy people and activities, and therefore reduce their risk.  

For both prevention and to support exiting, “viable economic alternatives to sexual exploitation” must be 

available (Barrett, 2010; Kingsley & Mark, 2000; Seshia, 2005). The issues in communities of under education, 

sub-standard education, or lack of support by the community (Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal) for Aboriginal 

children and youth to succeed in school need to be addressed. These issues are tied to poverty and inadequate 

policies and support programs for families and children on reserves and in urban centres. Barrett offered a 

promising practice “Keep Kids in School” by “providing career pathways programs and work base learning 

environments such as cooperative education, internships, and apprenticeships, job shadowing, mentoring, and 

school based enterprises” (p. 45). 

Crisis Intervention and Harm Reduction 

Prevention is the goal but once exploited, what do youth and adults need? Kingsley and Mark (2000) asked youth 

just that; what is most helpful and when? The youth recommended “24 hour drop in service centres, safe 
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housing, crisis lines, experiential youth and counsellors to staff all of the above, and education about existing 

resources” (p.63). 

For youth who participated in Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson and Drozda (2008), affordable and appropriate shelter 

and housing was one of the highest scoring needs. Youth and adults in several studies noted that many shelters 

and other services have policies that prevent service delivery to someone who is high; since addictions is a 

common experience of many who are sexually exploited, this policy creates a barrier to those individuals 

becoming engaged with supports (Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson & Drozda, 2008; Seshia, 2005; Kingsley & 

Mark).  

Additional crisis and stabilization gaps in service include the specialized educational and program needs of boys, 

men and transgendered people (Kingsley & Mark; McIntyre, 2009; Seshia, 2005). In addition, there is often non-

existent coordination of services with a specialized focus for sexually exploited youth and adults (McIntyre, 

2009), for example, Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson and Drozda (2008) noted that health care programs for street 

involved youth and adults often focus on mental or physical health concerns but do not address basic needs such 

as food, shelter and clothing. The basic as well as specialized needs of street involved youth and adults who are 

sexually exploited are grossly neglected in most areas.  
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Exiting and Healing 

Exiting from sexual exploitation is difficult and does not usually happen all at once (Kingsley & Mark; 

McIntyre, 2009; Seshia, 2005). Motivations for exiting are varied, but Seshia identified three primary themes: a 

near death experience; becoming a mother; and role modeling and support from others, especially those with like 

experiences (p. 23), McIntyre (2002) identified similar themes. Kingsley & Mark asked youth “what was, or 

would have been, most helpful during the processes of exiting and healing?” (p. 64). In communities where there 

were dedicated supports for exiting, the youth spoke highly of the services but expressed frustration that they 

were difficult to access when needed because of high demand. These youth and others (McIntyre; Seshia) 

stressed the importance of long term support as exiting is a process, not something completed once the decision 

is first made. Other needs the youth in Kingsley and Mark identified was “specific services/ agencies for the 

unique needs of Aboriginal youth sex workers, services and support for those who do not wish to exit the sex 

trade, longer term services, education programs, self confidence building programs, basic life and social skills 

training” (p. 67). Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson and Drozda (2008) reported that youth in their study identified 

affordable housing, job training, work experience, a school program for street youth, and a safe house as top 

priorities for exiting, and addictions treatment was identified by youth and adults as a need in several studies 

(McIntyre, 2009; Saewyc, MacKay, Anderson & Drozda , 2008). 

Public Attitudes and Advocacy 

Societal judgement, stigmatization, stereotyping and lack of understanding of youth and adults who are sexually 

exploited through prostitution enhance their isolation and invisibility, and obscure the structural and historical 

factors that place them in those circumstances.  Kingsley and Mark (2000) reported the two most harmful 

stereotypes for Aboriginal youth are “racism and the stigma attached to street sex work. The double stigma of 

‘loose’ morality and racism with which these youth are burdened is further entrenched when society actively 

encourages a silence around the proliferation of the sex trade itself” (p. 68). A female youth explained it this 

way:  

I think all these ‘higher’ people, as I’ll put it, they think that us young Aboriginal girls who work the 

streets are dirty, and that’s why we are doing it, but it’s not like that. The public thinks that Aboriginal 
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girls are dirty, yet it’s their husbands who are coming to pick us up and all the young girls. I’d try to talk 

to them and tell them about my life (p. 69, Kingsley & Mark). 

Youth recommendations to address public attitudes and stereotypes include active public awareness and 

education campaigns to: “immediately and meaningfully” address racism, as well as the “false and harmful 

stigma of ‘loose’ morals of those in the sex trade”. In addition, the public must be engaged to take responsibility 

for the broader attitudes and beliefs that exist that support and sustain the sexual exploitation; they need to 

realize the harm done to youth, that is in fact child abuse; and the public needs to be informed as to why youth 

engage in the sex trade (p. 71, Kingsley & Mark). Raising public awareness on the facts regarding the sexual 

exploitation of youth and adults, particularly addressing the over-representation of Aboriginal youth and adults in 

prostitution, and the racism that supports their exploitation is imperative to the reduction and eventual 

elimination of sexual exploitation.  

Traditional service delivery models tend not to work with sexually exploited youth and adults (Rabinovitch, 

2003). Those who have experienced sexual exploitation can actually benefit services they engage with by 

actively contributing to the development of policies and programs for themselves and their peers.  Youth 

expressed a desire to “(Have) a central role in providing outreach, support, public education, advocacy, and 

mentoring for others in the trade” (Kingsley & Mark, 2000) Experiential youth and adults in other studies 

(McIntyre, 2002; 2009; Seshia, 2005; Rabinovitch, 2003) as well as organizations that are run by and for 

experiential women and men (for example, Canadian National Coalition of Experiential Women; PEERS; 

HUSTLE) support peer leadership and involvement in advocacy, policy development and service development 

and delivery to youth and adults involved in and exiting from the sexual exploitation trade. These services are 

more accessible because they are peer provided,  non-judgemental, and offer a continuum of services that respect 

each person’s needs “whether they are entrenched in the culture of prostitution, exploring other options, or 

actively looking for supports to exit” (p. 251, Rabinovitch, 2003). These services provide  opportunities to learn 

new skills and develop self confidence by participating in service development and peer support.  

Policy and Practice Recommendations to Address Sexual Exploitation, Human 

Trafficking and Prostitution of Aboriginal Youth and Adults 

Promising Practices-Framed by “An Exploration of Promising Practices in Response to Human 
Trafficking”(Barrett, 2010) 
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This section will review promising practices put forward to address sexual exploitation, human trafficking, and 

prostitution (Barrett, 2010) as well as policy suggestions drawn from consultations with community service 

providers (Sethi, 2007).  Barrett (2010) in An Exploration of Promising Practices in Response to Human 

Trafficking in Canada reviewed five promising practices for dealing with human trafficking, including 

trafficking for the purposes of sexual exploitation in Canada.  The practices are briefly summarized below; these 

include: 

1. Build a comprehensive anti-trafficking structure- a national action plan; national rapporteur; and a national 

referral system. 

A National Action Plan (NAP) “outlines lines of coordination and cooperation among different levels of 

government, delegate responsibilities between agencies and contain a budget, timelines, and deadlines....(T)he 

NAP should clearly designate where funding support will come from for each element of the plan...” (p. 16).  

The intent is to gain a better understanding of the scope of the problem and clarify roles and responsibilities. 

Barrett referred to a number of countries that have plans and described various options for a plan design, and 

stated that adequate funding is needed for a plan to be effective.  A National Rapporteur is an individual charged 

with investigating and researching the issue in the country, providing information to inform policies, evaluating 

the effects of the anti-trafficking policies, and raising public awareness and promoting victim protection and 

prevention.  The National Referral System (NRM) would link victims to community and government services to 

ensure their needs are met and their rights are protected; the intent is to better meet the needs of those who are 

sexually exploited through prostitution and trafficking, increase NGO and law enforcement ability to identify 

victims, and improve policy and procedures on victim related issues. Given the distinct vulnerabilities and risks 

for Aboriginal people to become sexually exploited, a national plan specific to Aboriginal individuals and 

communities would have to be developed (Sethi, 2007).    

2. Promote women’s equality-the Nordic Model; and work to change public perceptions about prostitution and 

human trafficking. 

The Nordic Model (or Swedish Model) was introduced earlier in this paper. Primary components of the model 

include “a comprehensive gender equality program; increased and sustained resources for gender equality 

programs, including those focused on domestic violence; policies that focus on demand reduction; and laws that 

decriminalize selling sex and criminalize buying sex” (p. 25). The model is built on the premise that “human 
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trafficking is linked to gender inequality.... (and) prostitution is violence against women” (p. 25) .  Changing 

public perceptions of human trafficking and prostitution require a commitment to public awareness campaigns 

and educational programs in schools, communities and for professionals; Sweden partners with various 

government departments and NGOs to create these programs and strategies.   Gender based services and 

strategies need to be developed to also meet the needs of boys, men and those who identify with a minority 

sexual orientation or gender identity.  

3. Enhance labour monitoring 

This practice is relevant to temporary foreign workers rights rather than trafficking for sexual exploitation, 

therefore it will not be summarized here.  

4. Support effective non-governmental human trafficking victim service providers. 

Identifying individuals who are trafficked for labour or sex can be difficult for law enforcement and for NGO’s. 

The importance of appropriate support and partnership between government services and NGO’s to best identify 

and meet the needs of trafficked persons is emphasized. Barrett offered a promising practice that highlights the 

importance of “survivor (or peer) leadership and mentoring”, similar to that suggested by youth and adults who 

have experienced sexual exploitation (Kingsley & Mark, 2000; Seshia, 2005). 

5. Work with Aboriginal communities on human trafficking prevention 

This promising practice is intended to recognize and address the over-representation of Aboriginal people who 

are trafficked for sexual exploitation in Canada. Barrett (2010) stated the importance of “work(ing) with 

Aboriginal leadership to identify the complex factors that contribute to the sexual exploitation of Aboriginal 

children, the incidence of trafficking in First Nations communities and the possible solutions to the trafficking 

problem, including culturally specific ones” (p. 41).  

The complexity of the trafficking of Aboriginal women, youth and some men requires a complex, multi layered 

approach. Barrett (2010) highlighted several promising program ideas to address some of the common 

vulnerabilities of Aboriginal people and root causes of sexual exploitation, they were identified earlier but in 

short, are: aggressive ‘stay in school’ programs that create ‘career pathways programs’; creating better 

connections and communications networks between rural and urban communities to better protect mobile young 
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people as they as travel to larger centres for recreation, employment, and educational  opportunities; a “cultural 

mediator” outreach program offered by Aboriginal youth and adults to Aboriginal youth and adults at risk of or 

involved in sexual exploitation;  facilitating the ability of experiential youth and adults to provide outreach, 

supports, and shelter programs to those at risk for exploitation; and the provision of treatment and healing 

programs based in Aboriginal culture and healing traditions.   

Policy Recommendations-Framed by “Domestic Sex Trafficking of Aboriginal Girls in Canada: Issues 
and Implications” (Sethi, 2007)   

Sethi (2007) offered several policy recommendations based on consultations with grass roots service providers to 

Aboriginal girls who have been sexually exploited. She expressed concern that the issue has not been visible in 

Canada; that instead the international trafficking discourse had dominated Canadian discussion of human 

trafficking. Sethi pointed out that the domestic trafficking and sexual exploitation of Aboriginal girls needs to be 

recognized and understood to be as harmful to Aboriginal girls as international trafficking is to foreign women. 

The recommendations put forward by Sethi are focused on addressing the needs of girls; however, most of the 

recommendations are applicable to women, boys and men who are exploited. The recommendations are as 

follows: 

1. Honor Indigenous Knowledge 

Sethi (2007) advocated for education and awareness programs to address the issue and emphasizes that 

“programs are effective when they incorporate participatory, interactive, and inclusive processes that 

acknowledge the lived experiences of Indigenous peoples” (p. 65). She also noted that some common issues 

Aboriginal people face have been researched thoroughly and require action; these include poverty, homelessness 

and unemployment.   

2. Recognize Diversity among Aboriginal Peoples 

Sethi (2007) acknowledged there are issues common to many Aboriginal people and communities such as 

poverty and the impact of colonization, however, she cautioned against making “blanket policies” to address 

sexual exploitation and other issues. The diversity of Aboriginal communities and cultures needs to be 

considered when creating policies to make them most effective for each community.    
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3. Establish a national level strategy for domestic trafficking (Collaboration)-Addressed earlier in paper. 

Created with novaPDF Printer (www.novaPDF.com). Please register to remove this message.

http://www.novapdf.com


 
Domestic Trafficking in Aboriginal Persons: The Legacy of Colonization and Sexual Exploitation 
 

 

 
37 

 
NCR#4557552 - v1 

 

4. Bridge the Policy-Practice Gap (Collaboration) 

Connecting community services, women’s organizations, youth and adults who have experienced sexual 

exploitation with policy makers is crucial to appropriate policy and program development. Sethi (2007) stated 

that “quick fixes” rather than effective solutions often result from little understanding between either party of the 

others’ role and needs. Taking time to build relationships, and an intent to  truly collaborate must exist to define 

and meet the needs of those accessing programs.  

5. Alliance  between Aboriginals and Non-Aborginals (Collaboration) 

Sethi (2007) reported that “the success of non-Aboriginals in forming productive alliances with Aboriginals has 

been limited” (p. 66). Non-Aboriginal responses to Aboriginal people were characterized as two extremes on a 

continuum, with one end being “lack of concern or a hands-off approach toward Aboriginal issues and the other 

extreme the fear of re-colonizing Aboriginal peoples” (p. 66).  Sethi stressed that Non-Aboriginal service 

providers have a responsibility to become “good allies” by becoming educated on issues common to Aboriginal 

people, and learning to support, collaborate with and empower Aboriginal people they work with.   

6. Preventive rather than Reactionary Approach (Funding and Resources) 

Rather than a “reactionary” approach to policy development, Sethi advocated for funding and services for 

prevention programs like “educating and mobilizing girls in Aboriginal communities, raising awareness of the 

dangers of sex trafficking, and increasing collaboration between urban Aboriginals and communities on-reserve 

so that girls do not lose touch with their culture and home” (p. 66). Sethi advocated for a focus on prevention 

strategies with the most vulnerable including those who have exited sexual exploitation, as she identified they are 

at high risk of being re-trafficked.  Longer term, sustainable funding is required to create longer term strategies 

and programs to better meet the needs of those accessing services. 

7. Culturally Relevant Services 

The importance of culturally relevant services was discussed earlier in the paper as it was also suggested by 

Barrett (2010) and Kingsley and Mark (2000). Sethi (2007) listed several specific types of services that would be 

beneficial for girls; however, these are also needed by women as well as boys and men. Suggestions included: 
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(gender and age specific) healing centres and shelters; adequate child welfare managed by Aboriginal 

organizations; increased access to income security, flexible curfews in shelters, follow up support, and reduced 

waiting times for addictions treatment. Sethi also advocates for harm reduction measures to be available to those 

who are sexually exploited.  

8. Capacity Building for NGOs 

Funding parameters should be flexible and responsive to the needs of the organization and its mandate, and by 

extension, the clients it serves. Sexually exploited youths and adults have complex and varying needs which 

change over time depending on many factors. Outcomes measurement and evaluation expectations can be 

challenging for agencies servicing this population to meet. The challenging nature of tracking outcomes with 

vulnerable populations makes it difficult to demonstrate the quality and impact of the work done with clients. 

Also, differences in grant expectations, complexity of application and reporting processes, and the time and 

effort required to arrange for funding impacts the resources available for program delivery. Sethi also pointed out 

that tight funding limits wages and results in high rates of employee turnover, which also affects program 

efficiency and effectiveness. Again, longer term, sustainable funding options that are oriented toward meeting 

the needs of the target population primarily and allow for flexibility to do that is required.    

Sethi also stressed, as did others (Gottfred & Byrne, 2011), that strong competition for limited dollars can 

undermine collaboration between competing organizations when it would be most beneficial to the issue and 

clients that organizations work together. More resources are needed to address demand for various services in 

many regions.   

9. Capacity Building in Aboriginal Communities 

Aboriginal communities need resources to help them provide the services required to prevent sexual exploitation 

and to intervene when it happens. The problem is often denied or minimized by Chiefs and Council (Sethi, 

2007). Strategies that mobilize girls (and women) to take on leadership roles and to teach future generations to 

value both men and women should be supported (Sethi). Better access to Elders for youth and better role models 

for girls and boys would provide them with opportunities to learn and be supported.  

Similar to Barrett (2010), Sethi (2007) recommended a focus on school attendance and completion to address a 

significant vulnerability for sexual exploitation. She suggested programs such as family support, counselling, 
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homework clubs, and culturally appropriate classes need to be offered to keep children engaged in school and 

learning. Also access to transportation, recreation facilities, and awareness campaigns provide youth with 

information and healthy activities.  

10. Legislative Reforms 

Legislative reform is political and has been very challenging to move forward. It is beyond the scope of this 

paper to address the serious constitutional issues raised in the literature by Aboriginal leaders, researchers, and 

community people, however, some of the issues raised for consideration by Sethi (and others) are quoted below 

as the sexual exploitation of Aboriginal people is directly connected to history of colonization and the related 

policies.  Sethi (2007) wrote:  

Matrimonial Property Law needs to be reviewed, in consultation and partnership with Aboriginal 

peoples, to ensure that Aboriginal girls living on-reserve have equal property rights as those living off-

reserve. Policy and legislative changes are also required in Bill C-31 to remove the residual gender 

discrimination against Aboriginal girls and women and their descendents, and rectify the loss of status 

under the Indian Act (NWAC, 2006). Similarly, Section 67 of the Canadian Human Rights Act should be 

repealed and a parallel human rights system be established in consultation with Aboriginal 

representatives to ensure that Aboriginal girls (and women) have access to remedies for violations of 

their economic, social and cultural rights (NWAC, 2006)(p. 68).   

Political will need be present on the part of the Canadian government, non-Aboriginal Canadians, as well as 

Aboriginal leadership and Peoples to see these changes as well as a fundamental change in the relationship 

between the Canadian government and Aboriginal Peoples occur. It is these changes that are required to address 

the root causes of the present day issues affecting Aboriginal People.   

Addressing the Needs of Aboriginal Men  

Based on the gendered analysis of research available on the sexual exploitation of Aboriginal boys and men, 

prevention, crisis intervention, support, and exiting programs that address issues unique to males are required.  

Most Aboriginal males who are involved in sexual exploitation, however, appear to involved as recruiters, 

pimps, or boyfriends (Sethi, 2007), or are affiliated through gangs (Totten, 2009). Totten (2009) examined 
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Aboriginal gang involvement and concluded that preventing involvement requires an interruption in the 

“pathways to gang violence” which include “serious and prolonged child maltreatment, long-term 

institutionalization in child welfare and youth justice facilities, brain and mental health disorders caused by 

trauma and FASD, social exclusion and devaluation, and the development of violent and sexualized gender 

identities” (p. 20).  Aboriginal boys and men need to be supported to address immediate and long term effects of 

intergenerational trauma and systemic barriers to health and wellness, to prevent their potential victimization as 

well as the potential for them to become exploitative of Aboriginal girls and women.  

Despite their histories, Aboriginal men should be held accountable when they exploit girls and women, however, 

the means and methods of accountability need to change. In Canada, a recent Supreme Court ruling affirmed the 

‘Gladue principles’ which establish that a person’s Aboriginal background should be considered in sentencing.  

Justice Louis LeBel wrote, “To be clear, courts must take judicial notice of such matters as the history of 

colonialism, displacement and residential schools and how that history continues to translate into lower 

educational attainment, lower incomes, higher unemployment, higher rates of substance abuse and suicide and, 

of course, higher levels of incarceration for Aboriginal Peoples... Failing to take these circumstances into account 

would violate the fundamental principle of sentencing" (Mertl, 2012). Judges are asked to consider all reasonable 

alternatives to jail. This should more often lead to a restorative justice remedy either in place of a jail sentence or 

combined with a reduced term, and theoretically if the proper mechanisms and processes are in place, the 

potential for healing for the offender and those victimized.  There is debate related to the concept of restorative 

justice and the appropriate application of restorative justice principles and processes, depending on the crime 

committed or ‘harm’ done (NWAC, 2010; Pavlich, as cited in Lewis, 2010). While that debate is beyond the 

scope of this paper, what is clear is that the status quo in terms of the criminal justice system and Aboriginal 

people is not acceptable and must change; restorative justice processes may be significant in moving toward that 

goal. 

Concluding Remarks and Broad Recommendations 

Whether it is called trafficking, sexual exploitation or prostitution, for Aboriginal people, it is one of the many 

tragic legacies of colonization.  There is no disputing the extreme over-representation of Aboriginal people in 

sexual exploitation and prostitution.  Any and all changes need to be driven by Aboriginal Peoples with Canada 

as an ally.  
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Key themes and recommendations that emerged in the literature are as follows:  

1. Root causes of sexual exploitation and risk for sexual exploitation of Aboriginal children, youth and 

adults have to be acknowledged and addressed and meaningful efforts need to be made to do so. 

Patriarchy and oppression underlie the ‘root causes’ of struggles Aboriginal Peoples face today: they at 

the ‘root of the roots’. These attitudes are entrenched in history and present day legislation and policies 

that contribute to poverty, racism, intergenerational trauma, underfunded and low quality education, 

under/unemployment, need for safe shelter/housing, over-representation in and underfunding of child 

welfare systems, and over representation in criminal justice system. Lasting colonial legislation and 

policies that continue to affect the well being of First Nations, Metis, and Inuit people need to be 

addressed by Aboriginal Peoples and Canada in true partnership, with clear intention and integrity in 

order for meaningful changes to occur.    

2. A national action plan is developed and directed by Aboriginal stakeholders and in partnership with 

government and relevant non-Aboriginal services, to address the sexual exploitation of Aboriginal girls 

and women as well as boys and men. This plan would include data collection, research and policy 

development, as well as support the creation of public awareness, prevention, and intervention strategies 

to meet unique community and cultural needs in addressing the issue. Sustainable funding would be 

committed to this work.  

3.  Awareness needs to be raised in Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities about the extreme over-

representation of Aboriginal girls and women, as well as boys and men, in the commercial sexual 

exploitation industry and prostitution. The public needs to be sensitized to the reasons Aboriginal people 

are at such high risk, and prevention strategies need to be supported by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

leadership and through funding of programs.    

4. Programs need to be developed and supported by Aboriginal communities and their leadership for 

children and youth (and their families) who have been exposed to family violence or sexual or physical 

abuse, or suffered other traumas or losses. Programs need to be culturally relevant and appropriate for 

the families and communities who need them.  

5. Connection to culture is a promising practice in the prevention of, and intervention and treatment of 

intergenerational trauma and risks for/ involvement in sexual exploitation. Recognition of the history of 

colonization and its impacts need to continue to be addressed through avenues such as the Truth and 
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Reconciliation process, and beyond that through healing programs and supports that acknowledge and 

embrace the strengths in cultural knowledge and practices. Reclaiming, learning and practicing language 

and cultural traditions needs to be actively supported by Aboriginal leadership, community service 

providers, educators, and community members, as well as non-Aboriginal Canadians and government.  

6. More research is needed into the sexual exploitation of Aboriginal youth and adults, particularly from a 

gendered and culturally relevant perspective. Gender and culturally specific prevention and intervention 

programs need to be developed, as do programs that meet the needs of those who identify with a 

minority sexual orientation or gender identity.  Research needs to be directed by Aboriginal 

stakeholders; Aboriginal organizations that are engaged in research activities should be supported to lead 

and carry out research in this area.    

7. Collaboration and coordination between all services, including Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal services, 

is required to best meet the needs of those impacted by root causes and by sexual exploitation. Non-

Aboriginal service providers need education on the history of colonization in Canada and its impacts on 

Aboriginal people, including the residential school policy and its legacy, as well as meaningful cultural 

traditions, and the strengths and resiliencies of the people they serve.   

8. Aboriginal youth and adults involved in the commercial sexual exploitation trade need non-judgemental, 

specialized services to provide information and crisis support, harm reduction programs, and exiting 

supports including job training, access to education, and trauma and other counselling as needed.  

Culturally relevant and specialized addictions treatment also needs to be accessible to youth and adults 

who are sexually exploited.  

9. Linkages between rural and urban communities need to be better developed to explore prevention and 

intervention strategies for youth and young adults travelling from rural locations to urban locations for 

recreation, education or employment. These youth are at high risk for recruitment into sexual 

exploitation and gangs.  

10. Viable economic alternatives need to be provided to youth and adults involved in sexual exploitation. 

This point goes to the importance of addressing root causes of sexual exploitation such as poverty, 

unemployment, racism, etc. (as in point 1). 

11. Long term sustainable funding for programs related to sexual exploitation and its root causes needs to be 

committed to by Aboriginal leadership and Canadian governments.  
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