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Abstract 

 

Women’s Empowerment Programs as Advocacy Tools for Potential 

Human Trafficking Victims 

 

Claudia Ana Rodriguez, M.A  

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Noël Busch-Armendariz 

 

Human trafficking is an international crime affecting all countries that continues 

to grow.  The crime operates as part of an illicit underground network, starting with 

traffickers who manipulate, deceive, and exploit victims.  Victims are both male and 

female, but the crime disproportionally affects women more than men.  Latin American 

women are especially vulnerable to being trafficked due to societal and cultural norms 

that demand they be subordinate.  Additionally, these women lack many educational and 

job opportunities, and face mental and physical abuse at home and in their communities.  

These factors make them vulnerable, and the traffickers use these vulnerabilities to 

deceive and exploit them.  This report will argue that in order to effectively prevent 

victimization, women need to be empowered, not only access to education but also job 

opportunities.  Furthermore, a societal transformation needs to occur that gives more 

value and significance to women, where they are viewed as powerful beings instead of 

submissive and subordinate human beings.   
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Chapter One:  Introduction 

INTRODUCTION 

Human trafficking is a growing problem internationally.  As criminals continue to 

make a profit off of it, and the demand continues to grow, the illegal activity will 

continue to prosper.  Many dimensions of human trafficking exist, and in order to 

effectively combat it, all these different dimensions must be addressed.   The focus of this 

report will be to look at the advocacy role of empowering women, in particular from 

Mexico and the rest of Latin America.  Why is this related to trafficking?  Because the 

majority of trafficking victims are female, and the traffickers are taking advantage of 

their vulnerability as women to exploit and coerce them into becoming victims of human 

trafficking.  Why are they vulnerable?  As this report seeks to prove, they are vulnerable 

because of socioeconomic status (meaning poverty and as a result, a lack of educational 

and employment opportunities), and because of cultural and societal norms and ideals 

that put them in a subordinate position.  Therefore, among the many focuses of human 

trafficking advocacy, empowering potential trafficking victims (mainly women in the 

face of cultural norms and stereotypes) is critical in bringing an end to this growing crisis.   

OUTLINE OF REPORT 

To start, the report will define what is human trafficking, and then discuss what 

are the different types of trafficking, mainly forced labor and sexual labor.  Next, the 

report will focus on women as victims of human trafficking and transition into why 

women in particular are vulnerable to human trafficking.  With establishing what is 

human trafficking and how women are targeted, the report will discuss the most effective 

way to counter this vulnerability: through women’s empowerment programs.  After, the 



 2 

report will move from the general overview of human trafficking and focus on Mexico, 

what is being done there and what needs improvement – mainly the need for the very 

thing that the report argues in favor of: recognizing that an essential part of prevention for 

human trafficking is empowering potential female victims.  Finally, the report will 

conclude exploring other further points of research and necessary action that needs to 

take place to bring down the growing business of human trafficking.   
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Chapter Two: What is Human Trafficking  

DEFINING HUMAN TRAFFICKING 

In order to determine necessary advocacy for human trafficking, we need to 

understand what is human trafficking.    The United Nations Office of Drugs and Crime 

Trafficking in Persons Protocol defines human trafficking as  

the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring, or receipt of persons, by 
means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of 
fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of 
the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person 
having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation.1 

Exploitation is defined as, but not limited to: prostitution, sexual exploitation, forced 

labor, slavery, servitude, or the removal of organs.2    At times, it is questioned if victims 

can consent to trafficking, but activists argue that victims cannot give consent because if 

they do consent it is under coercion or deception, so ultimately, the victim is not aware of 

what he or she is consenting to.3   Additionally, human trafficking is not limited to adults.  

Children are just as likely to be victimized as well.   Children, under no means, whether 

coerced and deceived or not, can give consent to be trafficked for purposes of 

exploitation.  Parents are also not allowed to give consent; that is, if a parent or legal 

guardian gives consent for a child to be trafficked, it still constitutes a crime.4  
                                                
1United Nations. United Nations Office on Drug and Crime. Protocol to Prevent , Suppress, and Punish 
Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children , Supplementing the United Nations Convention 
Against Transnational Organized Crime. New York: United Nations,  2000.  Online. 20 July 2010. 
Available Online: 
http://www.uncjin.org/Documents/Conventions/dcatoc/final_documents_2/convention_%20traff_eng.pdf  
2 Ibid.  
3 United Nations Office on Drug and Crime. “What is Human Trafficking?”.  Human Trafficking. Online. 
20 July 2010.  Available WWW:  http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/human-trafficking/what-is-human-
trafficking.html?ref=menuside#What_is_Human_Trafficking  
4 United Nations.  Office on Drugs and Crime, Anti Human Trafficking Unit.  Trafficking in Persons: 
Global Patterns.  New York: United Nations, April 2006. Online. 20 July 2010.  Available WWW: 
http://www.unodc.org/documents/human-trafficking/HT-globalpatterns-en.pdf p. 51 
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Trafficking, although it may sound similar, is not the same as smuggling, which 

occurs often with migrants attempting to cross borders illegally.  It can be confused easily 

because both involve illegal transport of human beings, so it is necessary to clarify the 

differences between the two.5  Three points of difference exist: consent, exploitation, and 

trans-nationalness.  Smuggled migrants consent to being smuggled into a different 

country illegally.  On the other hand, while human trafficking victims may consent to be 

smuggled across a border, they do not consent to be part of a forced labor workforce and 

be exploited, or to be at the mercy of their traffickers.6   

The next point of difference, which I would argue the main point of difference is 

that when smuggled across a border, migrants are free at that point to do what they want 

– look for work, move around, etc.  Human trafficking victims, on the other hand, cannot 

move about freely – they remain tied to their traffickers in some way and exploited by 

them to generate illicit profits.  The victims remain tied through manipulation and 

violence by the traffickers, including claims that the victims owe them some large debt, 

taking official identity documents including passports from them, making threats against 

them and their families from their home communities, and entrapping them, making them 

live where they tell them and working when they say, controlling every part of their 

lives.7  

Lastly, human trafficking does not require crossing a border.  Victims can be 

trafficked within the borders of their own country.   For example, looking at Mexico, a 

victim can be trafficked from Mexico into the United States, or a victim can be trafficked 

                                                
5 United Nations Office on Drug and Crime. “How is human trafficking different to migrant smuggling?”.  
Human Trafficking. Online. 20 July 2010.  Available WWW:  http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/human-
trafficking/faqs.html#How_is_human_trafficking_different_to_migrant_smuggling  
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
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from a southern Mexican state, like Chiapas, into Mexico City.  Another example would 

include someone from Honduras or El Salvador being trafficked into Mexico City.8  

Apart from these misconceptions about human trafficking and its difference from 

smuggling, other false impressions include that human trafficking only occurs in certain 

regions of the world.  It actually is a global problem.  It not concentrated in poor 

countries or the developing world, nor is it exclusive to richer countries.  All parts of the 

world have the demand for trafficked victims, and all parts additionally supply victims 

for the demand.9    It is a global, widespread phenomenon without a clear end in sight.   

Various government and civil society organizations have come up with numbers and data 

to describe it; however, the validity of the data always comes into question.   The nature 

of the business is illegal and clandestine, so irrefutable facts and figures are hard to come 

by, much like problems with data related to drug trafficking.   Additionally, the 

governments and organizations may hold biases that are reflected in their data (e.g. a 

government unfriendly with another government may claim that the other government 

has higher instances of trafficking and is not cooperating with combating it; or an 

organization may want to attract funders and donors, so they may exaggerate aspects of 

the problem).  Numbers also will reflect the availability of information. 

TYPES OF TRAFFICKING: WHO AND HOW  

Now with a coherent definition of human trafficking, the report will now explain 

who facilitates the crime and how it is profitable.  Trafficking succeeds due to 

underground criminal networks that conspire together to not only deceive potential 

victims, but also to transport and exploit them later on.  As the United Nations Office on 

                                                
8 Ibid.  
9 United Nations Office on Drug and Crime. “Which countries are affected by human trafficking?”.  
Human Trafficking. Online. 20 July 2010.  Available WWW:  http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/human-
trafficking/faqs.html#Which_countries_are_affected_by_human_trafficking  
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Drugs and Crimes studied and continues to study these types of organizations, they 

identified two classifications of groups that participate in trafficking.  The first is 

hierarchical, which has a single leadership structure which uses control, discipline, and 

violence to achieve their goals.  These groups are usually also involved in other 

transnational crimes, such as drugs, weapons, and smuggling.10  The other type of group is 

known as a “core” group.  A core group controls the business using a loose network of 

other groups and people around them.11  The network can be based in communities like 

one in the Mexican state of Tlaxcala, where there lies an infamous breeding ground of 

traffickers.  Women raise their sons to go into this type of work, and it is accepted and 

understood as the norm.12  Nor, this isn’t a recent development; it has occurred for 

generations.   

There are two main types of work traffickers seek victims for – forced labor and 

sexual exploitation.   Forced labor would signify bringing people to work in fields, 

ranches, doing agriculture work, or also domestic labor, manufacturing and even food 

industries.  Sexual exploitation includes bringing victims to work in strip clubs and 

forcing them to work as prostitutes.  Specifically, within Mexico, the different types of 

victims from diverse sectors have been identified and received aid from different NGOs 

and international organizations.  The sectors include prostitution, forced labor in the 

maquilas, or foreign owned factories, forced labor in the agricultural sector, forced labor 

in construction, and forced domestic work. Victims served in these sectors come from not 

                                                
10 United Nations.  Office on Drugs and Crime, Anti Human Trafficking Unit.  Trafficking in Persons: 
Global Patterns.  New York: United Nations, April 2006. Online. 20 July 2010.  Available WWW: 
http://www.unodc.org/documents/human-trafficking/HT-globalpatterns-en.pdf . p. 36   
11 Ibid 
12 American Bar Association.  Human Trafficking Assessment Tool Report for Mexico. USA: American Bar 
Association, March 2009.  Online. 1 July 2010 Available WWW:  
http://www.abanet.org/rol/publications/human_trafficking_assessment_tool.shtml p. 8 
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only Mexico, but also other countries in Latin America and also China.13  These examples 

from Mexico show how diverse the scope of human trafficking is – not only in types of 

victims, but the sectors where they are forced to work.     

                                                
13 Ibid, 7-8, Organización Internacional par las Micgraciones, et. al.  Trata de Personas: Aspectos Básicas. 
México: Fernanda Ezeta, OIM.  May 2006. Online. 20 July 2010. Available WWW: 
www.oas.org/atip/reports/trata.aspectos.basicos.pdf , p. 11 
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Chapter Three: Human Trafficking and Women 

HUMAN TRAFFICKING AND WOMEN 

Even though the types of victims are diverse, it has been discussed widely in 

recent years that this phenomena is disproportionally affecting women.   Not only are 

more women than men being trafficked, but the level and forms of exploitation are 

normally much more severe against a woman than a man, and the resulting psychological 

and physical consequences to their mental well being and self image are more severe.14  

The International Organization on Migration approximates that a million people 

worldwide are trafficked, by being bought and sold, and deceived or coerced in different 

types of sectors of labor, whether they be construction, agriculture, domestic work, sexual 

labor, child soldiers, or even organ trafficking.15  Of all those trafficked, they estimate 

56% are women and girls and for sexual purposes, 98% of those trafficked are women.  

According to their findings, women and children by far are the most vulnerable.16  

To answer why they are vulnerable, women, all around, are at a disadvantage 

within the societies they are a part of because they are women.  They are born and raised 

in a context of inequality and structural violence.  They consistently are more affected by 

violence and discrimination in education and the workplace than their male counterparts.  

Additionally women are more represented within informal employment sectors, which 

provide less wages and job security.  All of this combined contributes to their vulnerable 

state, and creates a sense of economic insecurity.17  These ideas are especially prevalent 

among women in Latin America. 

                                                
14 Ibid. 11 
15 Ibid. 11, 24 
16 Ibid . 
17 Ibid, 11.  
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WHY ARE WOMEN IN LATIN AMERICA VULNERABLE 

The section will now address reasons why Latin American women are vulnerable 

to human trafficking by looking at the following areas: machismo, migration due to 

poverty, migration as an escape from violence, violence against women, environmental 

vulnerabilities, and other vulnerabilities to consider.  This is important because 

understanding why they are vulnerable help advocates know how to reduce these 

weaknesses.      

Machismo 

Traffickers take advantage of the machisto, patriarchal and conservative systems  

that make the women feel subordinate and not as valued as a man.  The discriminatory 

activities that exist within this system find justification in  machismo, the idea that a man 

is macho and superior to a woman.  A true machismo man has a good job, lots of children 

(to show fertility), a wife that stays home and takes care of his children, and other lovers 

on the side because a great man cannot be expected to be satisfied with one woman.18  

Women, on the other hand, look to adhere to marianismo, the idea that women are 

virginal, pure beings who: save sex for marriage, stay at home, cook, take care of their 

husband, children and home.19 

Furthermore, these perceptions perpetuate the idea that women are not worthwhile 

parts of society (especially in comparison to a man).  They are trained to be submissive, 

not stand up for themselves, and maintain silence for anything potentially embarrassing 

or shameful.  This plays into women being ideal for trafficking – submissive, low self 

                                                
18 Kumar Acharya, Arun,  Una Nueva Forma de Esclavitud, El trafico de mujeres en Mexico.  
México:Universidad Autónoma de Nuevo León, 2009..p 26 
19 Ibid. 
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esteem, easy to control, not likely to speak up for themselves.  Not only are they easy to 

manipulate, but also easy to control.   

Evidence supporting this come from Latina women themselves, who have been 

victims of violence.  A study was done looking at the perspective of Latinas in the United 

States who have been victims of domestic violence.  Many describe typical Latinas as 

being submissive, catering to the men in their lives and not feeling free to expressing 

their own desires, needs, and wants (because their desires, needs, and wants are 

secondary to those of the men).20  They also attest to traditional roles of men that exist in 

their culture, e.g., men being commanding and controlling the decision making of the 

household.21  Additionally, as one woman stated in the study, women are born and raised 

in their culture for the purposes of: serving men, having children, and taking care of them 

and the house.22  Above all, any problems between man and wife are to remain at home; it 

is the woman’s burden to endure.23  

This larger cultural context is noted in works about domestic violence and Latina 

women.  These works emphasis a larger cultural context that needs to be taken into 

account when working with and understanding Latina victims of domestic violence.  

Many cite marianismo, machismo, family structure, and the submissive role of women as 

important factors.  Also important is the greater societal perception of the importance of 

family, and women needing to endure all for the sake of the family. It is expected for 

women to suffer and learn to live with it.24   

                                                
20 Kasturirangan, Aarati and Elizabeth Nutt Williams.  “Counseling Latina Battered Women: A Qualitative 
Study of the Latina Perspective”  Journal of Multicultural counseling and Development. 31.3 (2003): 162-
178. p. 168  
21 Ibid. 171 
22 Ibid. 169-170 
23 Ibid. 170 
24 Castro, Roberto, et al.  “Empowerment and Physical Violence Throughout Women’s Reproductive Life 
in Mexico”. Violence Against Women. 14.6 (2008): 655-677. Catalog.  
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Why is this important to human trafficking? This same larger cultural context that 

makes women vulnerable in domestic violence situations, also makes them vulnerable to 

be trafficked.  The stereotype of being submissive, enduring pain, being afraid of larger 

societal perceptions and attitudes makes them ideal candidates for a trafficker.  The 

traffickers place women into a category of being weak and submissive, therefore easy to 

control and manipulate.  So beyond thinking about women’s empowerment as helpful for 

the woman herself, it is also necessary in order to show the larger society that women are 

not weak as the stereotype portrays. Rather, women are a force to be reckoned with.   As 

long as women are expected to maintain their stereotypical role within the culture and 

society, and as long as the society continues to enforce that, traffickers will be able to use 

it to their advantage.  Further discussions about the relationship between domestic 

violence and trafficking will be explored later.   

Migration Because of Poverty 

In Latin America, women across the board migrate more not just to other 

countries, but within their own countries.  Lacking not only the basic necessities to live, 

but also the options and opportunities in their hometown forces them to look outward.25 

This puts them in a position where they can be easily manipulated into leaving their 

towns, and following a stranger who makes promises of work and a better life.  In sum, 

they have nothing to lose to leave, and nothing to gain to stay.    

                                                                                                                                            
Kasturirangan, Aarati.  “Empowerment Programs Designed to Address Domestic Violence”.  Violence 
Against Women. 14.12 (2008) 1465-1475. Catalog.  
Kasturirangan, Arati, Sandhya Krishnan, and Stephanie Riger.  “The Impact of Culture and Minority Status 
on Women’s Experience of Domestic Violence”. Trauma Violence Abuse 5.4 (2004): 318-332.  
25 Ramirez Rodriguez, Zoraida. “Venezuela: Migration and Trafficking in Women”. A Comparative Study 
of Women Trafficked in the Migration Process.  Janice G. Raymond, coord. ”. Coalition Against 
Trafficking in Women. 39-44. Online. 20 July 2010. Available WWW: 
http://action.web.ca/home/catw/attach/CATW%20Comparative%20Study%202002.pdf  p. 39 
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Poverty plays a large role in why the women decide to migrate and take the risk of 

leaving home for better opportunities and jobs promised by the traffickers.  They will 

accept just about anything in terms of work.  They look for better options because many 

women face economic and social deterioration in their home communities, as well as 

instability.  Additionally, they deal with unemployment, or employment for low wages, 

little to no educational opportunities or advancement, and, especially in the rural 

communities, little access to various social and health care services.  They lack the 

opportunity to enjoy their economic, social, and cultural rights, so they leave home to 

places they believe promise better life conditions and options.26  Here, empowerment 

could play an important role encouraging educational and job opportunities for women.  

It will help alleviate the need for women to migrate, which as stressed, puts them in a 

vulnerable position for trafficking.   

Migration as a Means of Escape, especially from Domestic Violence and 
Discrimination 

Apart from poverty, women migrate due to discrimination, and the need to leave 

or even flee from family and social problems and stigmas they face.  For example, 

women, adolescents and children who suffer from domestic violence at home view 

migration as a way out.  Not only might they feel threatened by an abuser, but because of 

the lack of law enforcement or effective legislation to help them as a victim, they see as 

migration as their only option to escape an abusive situation.  Traffickers can prey upon 

this kind of vulnerability to offer women a way out.27  Besides effective legislation there 

                                                
26 Ibid. 41, Global Rights and Sin Fronteras, IAP.  Informe Sobre La Trata de Personas en El Salvador, 
Guatemala, Honduras y México.  Presented at Organization of American States.  Inter American 
Commission on Human Rights.  123rd Session.  14 October 2005. Washington, DC. Online. 20 July 2010. 
Available WWW: http://gr.convio.net/site/DocServer/Final_Reporte_Audiencias_CIDH.doc?docID=4263  
P. 10-12, 16.   
27 Ibid. 12-13, Ramirez Rodriguez, Zoraida. “Venezuela: Migration and Trafficking in Women”. A 
Comparative Study of Women Trafficked in the Migration Process.  Janice G. Raymond, coord. ”. Coalition 
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is also a need for law enforcement that knows the legislation and takes women who 

report it seriously.  Victims of domestic violence can be discriminated against by the 

police who may not take their claims of violence seriously.   

Violence Against Women 

Violence against women is a growing theme of concern in Latin America, and 

especially in Mexico.  There has been evidence of increase in the quality of life for 

women, but there still have been more reports of violence against women, and more 

women being abandoned by their men.28  It is arguable to say that women are more aware 

of the violence that exists and how to seek help.  Perhaps more women come forward, but 

that does not mean that all of them are being taking seriously, or receiving the help and 

services they need as survivors.  The increased awareness does not mean that necessary 

actions are being taken to address the root cause of the problem.   

This violence makes women vulnerable on a number of different levels.  As 

discussed previously, women use migration as a way of escape from a violent situation.  

Additionally, the violence plays into the larger cultural ideas and norms of women being 

vulnerable.  The types of violence they are victim to – whether it be sexual or physical – 

are directed at them because they are women.  Men do not have the same likelihood of 

being a victim of the crimes that women continually find themselves victim to. 

National surveys in Mexico document this violence.  One example of such survey 

is entitled  Encuesta Nacional Sobre Violencia contra las Mujeres, or National Survey 

about Violence against Women.  The survey takes the approach as concerning the idea of 

violence against women as a public health issue, and will be discussed further later in the 

                                                                                                                                            
Against Trafficking in Women. 39-44. Online. 20 July 2010. Available WWW: 
http://action.web.ca/home/catw/attach/CATW%20Comparative%20Study%202002.pdf , p. 41 
28 Kumar Acharya, Arun,  México:Universidad Autónoma de Nuevo León, 2009. p 21.  
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report.29  An additional survey, Encuesta Nacional sobre la Dinámica de las Relaciones 

en los Hogares, ENDRIEH, or National Survey on the Dynamics of Household 

Relationships, shows the relationship that exists between men and women.  Castro, et al, 

conducted an important analysis of this survey, looking at how empowered women (i.e., 

with educations, jobs, etc) still face violence at home, which brings about important 

questions regarding how effective empowerment is in the context of violence against 

women, but that is to be discussed in a later section.30   

Environmental Vulnerabilities 

Not only are the traffickers focusing on vulnerable women, but also know what 

kind of environment they grow up in that put them in vulnerable states.  As mentioned 

already, women from isolated areas and low socioeconomic backgrounds are particularly 

vulnerable.  These women also tend to come from larger families that themselves are 

poorly educated.  This feeds into the vulnerabilities in several ways.  In larger families, 

there are few resources to spread around, and it puts them at a disadvantage.  With low 

education, the families are unaware of what trafficking is and also have lack of options 

for their future.  If they see a way for a daughter or sister to leave for work and send 

money back it can be seen as a blessing.  In some cases, the women are even sold by their 

families.31   

Taking all of this into account, traffickers are able to descend upon these 

vulnerable populations and manipulate and deceive the women, the families, and the 

communities.  Sometimes, it is even someone from the community that can see these 

                                                
29 Oliaz, Gustavo, Blanca Rico and Aurora del Río, coords. Encuesta Nacional Sobre Violencia contra las 
Mujeres.  Cuernavaca, México: Institucion Nacional de Salud Pública, 2003.   
30 Castro, Roberto, et al.  “Empowerment and Physical Violence Throughout Women’s Reproductive Life 
in Mexico”. Violence Against Women. 14.6 (2008): 655-677. Catalog.  
31 Kumar Acharya, Arun,  Una Nueva Forma de Esclavitud, El trafico de mujeres en Mexico.  
México:Universidad Autónoma de Nuevo León, 2009. p. 106-108  
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weaknesses and exploit them.  They give women false promises of work, sometimes even 

seduce and charm women into falling in love with them and then they are manipulated 

into being trafficked.32  So, besides targeting poor women in rural areas because of the 

desperation for work, traffickers are also able to take advantage of the fact that they are 

naive and unaware about what is trafficking and the fact they could be a victim.33 

Not only women but also children suffer from environmental vulnerabilities.  One 

news article states that female children from indigenous communities are the most at risk 

for being trafficked.34  Furthermore, as discussed before, traffickers have specific 

populations and groups that they target and they know to go into these poor towns, and 

convince the parents into letting their children go with them.  They make promises of 

more opportunities in cities, not only job wise but education wise.  They tell them that the 

children would have a place to stay because they could work for room and board, but also 

have opportunities to go to school.  The reality is however, that the child is forced to stay 

in the home, work long hours, and have pay withheld to stop them from fleeing, and 

endure physical and sexual abuse.35 

Other Vulnerabilities to Consider  

Other sources of vulnerabilities also exist, such as displaced people, especially in 

an armed conflict, children who believe they are being taken to be reunited with their 

family, and the fact that if someone crosses a border, she may be unaware of laws that 

                                                
32 Ibid. 113 
33 Ibid. 26 
34 Munoz Rios, Patricia.  “Ninas indigenas, lo mas vulnerables ante el trabajo infantile domestico”.  La 
Jornada.  8 April 2008. Online: 1 July 2010. Available WWW: 
http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2008/04/08/index.php?section=sociedad&article=041n1soc 
35 American Bar Association.  Human Trafficking Assessment Tool Report for Mexico. USA: American Bar 
Association, March 2009.  Online. 1 July 2010 Available WWW:   
http://www.abanet.org/rol/publications/human_trafficking_assessment_tool.shtml,  , p. 11 
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protect her rights even as an undocumented person in a foreign country.36  A lack of 

information and education on the topic of human trafficking is also another vulnerability.   

It has been documented in some countries in Latin America, like Mexico, the idea of 

human trafficking is not something known of by the people.37  If you start educating the 

people about the problem, and help them to understand the source of the problem, this 

can help eliminate it.  Many people are, at the very least, guilty of acknowledging and 

promoting cultural ideals and stereotypes that create the basic vulnerability to begin with.   

Clearly, there are many causes for vulnerability to being trafficked, that exists not 

only for women, but men and children – economic situation, being a migrant, being 

undocumented, lack of information, lack of effective legal systems, existing organized 

crime systems, etc.  For the purposes of this report however, I want to highlight the 

vulnerabilities women face, which has been discussed at length, showing how women 

especially lack social protection from families, the community and the state, and how this 

is relevant to why women’s empowerment is a vital and necessary tool to human 

trafficking advocacy work. 

EMPOWERMENT 

Mentioned several times as an important counter attack to the vulnerabilities is 

empowerment.  The next section will now take a closer look at what is empowerment, 

and further define its usefulness as an advocacy tool for potential human trafficking 

victims.  First, through theory work used by Barbara Solomon, whose work looked at 

                                                
36 Global Rights and Sin Fronteras, IAP.  Informe Sobre La Trata de Personas en El Salvador, Guatemala, 
Honduras y México.  Presented at Organization of American States.  Inter American Commission on 
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WWW: http://gr.convio.net/site/DocServer/Final_Reporte_Audiencias_CIDH.doc?docID=4263 p 12-20  
37 Organization of American States. Informe del Relator de la Reunion de Autoridades Nacionales en 
Materia de Trata de Personas.  14-17 March 2006.  Isla Margarita, Venezuela OEA/SER K XXXIX. 
RTP.doc 15/06 rev. 1 16 May 2006.  Online. 20 July 2010 Available WWW: 
http://www.oas.org/atip/Reports/Informe.Relator.Reunion.Trata.pdf p 7 
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black communities and empowerment, I will explain how these women are classified as 

“powerless” and how empowerment can help them.   

Solomon defines powerlessness as “anyone haunted by severe limitations of their 

self determination and an inevitable sense of dependency” 38, and this definition can be 

applied to the typical woman vulnerable to trafficking.  She is limited of her self-

determination because of the cultural norms and ideals she is surrounded by and 

pressured to live up to.  In rural areas especially, where families pressure the women 

more and limit their opportunities, this is true.  The inevitable sense of dependency comes 

from their dependence on others for determining their self worth and always being 

referred to in relation to a male relative, versus assessing her own value and worth as an 

individual.   In this sense, they are powerless.   

These victims can also be seen as part of a stigmatized collective: 

negative valuations identify the collective as low down, insignificant, inferior or 
any other of a variety of expressions that assault their self-esteem.. on an 
individual level, negative valuations are made strictly on the basis of the 
individuals membership in the stigmatized collective.39 

Women, as a whole, are a stigmatized collective – as a whole they are seen in society as 

unworthy, not as valuable, needing to be controlled, etc, solely on the basis that they are 

women.  As a gender group, they are seen as less important and less equal in comparison 

to men, again making them part of this stigmatized collective.     

Empowerment is necessary to help rectify this concept and feeling of 

powerlessness and being part of this collective.  In Solomon’s work, which details social 

work theory and practice, she defines empowerment as  

a process whereby the social worker engages in a set of activities with the client 
or client system that aim to reduce the powerlessness that has been created by 
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negative valuations based on membership in a stigmatized group.  It involves 
identification of the power blocks that contribute to the problem as well as the 
development and implementation of specific strategies aimed at either reduction 
of the effects from indirect power blocks or the reduction of the operations of 
direct power blocks.40 

In general, a power block is something that inhibits the social and mental growth 

of a person.  Throughout life, one gains various resources through experiences – 

resources necessary to the growth and development of a healthy, productive person such 

as confidence, cognitive skills, and physical well being and mental self-esteem.  Power 

blocks impede on this cycle of development.  Two categories of power blocks include 

indirect and direct.  An indirect power block is one that is “incorporated into the 

developmental experiences of the individual as mediated by significant others”, whereas 

direct power blocks are “based on negative valuation that have not been incorporated into 

the developmental experiences of an individual but are applied directly by some agent of 

society’s major social institutions”.41  In the case of women in Latin America, an indirect 

power block can be the family treating her as less worthy than a man, for example, not 

investing as much in her future because it is not as valuable to have an educated woman.  

A direct power block can be lack of access to healthcare resources, a proper education, or 

even basic necessities like water because of location in a small town.  In response to these 

power blocks, empowerment is necessary to overcome them.   

The concept of empowering women to combat trafficking is not foreign, it has 

been argued that policy responses need to use empowering as a basis for advocacy – 

“increasing women’s opportunities to help themselves is a more effective use of 
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resources to prevent trafficking than abolitionist strategies of the past.”42  In other 

countries, like in Eastern Europe, one advocacy measure  

focused on awareness raising about the dangers of seeking jobs abroad in schools 
with potentially vulnerable girls…it informs potential migrants of their human 
rights, produces public information leaflets and posts about trafficking, operates a 
telephone hotline, and provides counseling.43 

However, as others have pointed out, merely informing and educating potential 

victims on the crime is not sufficient.  A core reason of their vulnerability is not 

addressed through this – the fact they are desperate for work.  In the Philippines, after 

talking to women who have been trafficked, many admit that they knew the potential 

danger and chance of being trafficked.  However, they still felt it a necessary risk because 

of their desperation for work and a better life.44  
 

                                                
42 Pickup, Francine.  “More Words But No Action? Forced Migration and Trafficking of Women”.  Gender 
and Development.   6.1 (1998): 44-51.p. 44 
43 Ibid. 48.  
44 Shifman, Pamela.  “Trafficking and women’s human rights in a globalized world”.  Gender and 
Development 11.1 (2003): 125-132 p. 127 
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Chapter Four:  Mexico 

HUMAN TRAFFICKING AND MEXICO 

As already discussed, human trafficking occurs within Latin American and 

between Latin America and the United States.  There are many ways to approach the 

problem – one could look at the demand, at the type of people who traffic, at the criminal 

structure that exists to support the trade, but this report will look at potential victims.  

These traffickers are not picking people at random, it is not an opportunistic venture (the 

victim happened to be at the wrong place and the wrong time).  They are specifically 

seeking a certain type of person, especially a certain type of woman that they can easily 

manipulate, deceive, later entrap and profit off of.    

In Mexico, several steps in laws and legislation have been taken to not only show 

that the government is taking the problem seriously, but to provide the government and 

civil society organizations with a context and way to fight the problem.  At the federal 

level, Ley para Prevenir y Sacionar la Trata de Personas (Law to Prevent and Sanction 

Trafficking in Persons) was passed in November of 2007.  At the state level, 25 of 31 

Mexican states and the federal district have listed trafficking as a crime.45  A few months 

later, in January of 2008, the government developed la Fiscalia Especial para los Delitos 

de Violencia contra las Mujeres y Trata de Personas, or FEVIMTRA (the Specialized 

Prosecutorial Unit for Violent Crimes Against Women and Human Trafficking).  This 

unit works with other important offices such as the Office on Organized Crime, and the 

Office of International Cooperation, all of which are housed under the Office of the 
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Attorney General.46  At the state level, some states have specialized offices and units to 

specifically handle crimes against women and human trafficking.  Apart from the 

government, there are many civil society organizations also conducting work related with 

human trafficking, mostly providing services for the victims.  The majority of these 

organizations incorporated human trafficking into their overall vision and mission.  Many 

of the organizations focus on migrants, refugees, human rights, violence against women, 

and street children.47   

Based on a review by the American Bar Association, there have been many 

positive outcomes from the law and its consequences in Mexico.48  First, there was the 

development of a national anti-trafficking program, which approaches the problem of 

trafficking at a broad, national level.  It creates and advises legislation and policies to 

help prevent trafficking, and protect the victims.  It also looks to raise the awareness of 

the national populate about trafficking through wide scale information campaigns 

explaining what trafficking is, and how traffickers target their victims, and lastly what are 

the rights of victims.  While this program has worked largely at the national level, non 

governmental organizations and international organizations operating locally within 

Mexico participated local campaigns, sometimes with endorsements from the local 

governments.49 

FEVIMTRA was given 6.4 million US dollars in 2008 to build a shelter 

specifically for human trafficking victims.  The shelter’s goal included providing a 

physical space and other essential services to victims, including social, medical and 

psychological support.  Already, many NGOs house shelters and provide social 
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assistance, and sometimes legal help.  So far, there have been no prosecutions based on 

the new law, but two formal indictments by FEVIMTRA.50  

But, several problems lie within their programs and in the law itself.  Most 

importantly, the very thing that this report argues as essential to fighting trafficking is not 

addressed with in the law.  That is, the law “does not set out specific responsibilities 

related to addressing the root causes of trafficking in persons”.51  Another major problem 

is that there is a lack of coordination and cooperation between the different groups, the 

state, the funders, and the NGOs and international organizations.  This lack of 

coordination results in divergent priorities, and at times overlapping programs and efforts 

against trafficking, ultimately resulting in a lack of an overall effective counter 

trafficking effort.52  Additionally, without this type of coordinative system, it is hard for 

the different organizations at different levels and from different sectors to share 

information about cases and victims.53  The reason trafficking is a successful and 

lucrative business is because of the highly sophisticated networks in place that con the 

victims, transport and exploit them, so there has to be a collaborative and organized effort 

to fight against it.   

Also, the effectiveness of what has been done has not been measured efficiently, 

and there is a greater need for more specialized programs not only for protecting victims, 

but also prevention, which this report has proven is necessary in any and all human 

trafficking combative programs.  Additionally, the law has a vague definition of what 

constitutes a human trafficking victim, and without a clear understanding who a victim is, 

it is impossible to create successful prevention and protection programs for the victims.54  
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Furthermore, the law fails to outline protection for victims from criminal charges or a 

clause explaining victims cannot consent to trafficking.55 Mores so, in cases with human 

trafficking victims, the government struggles to maintain confidentiality.56 Lastly, more 

comprehensive research needs to address what is happening in Mexico, and even how it 

is happening  - what networks exist, what makes it so successful.57  

PREVENTION EFFORTS ALREADY IN PLACE 

Before the Federal Anti Trafficking law was passed, the senate sponsored a public 

service announcement that aired on television and radio that aimed to inform people of 

what is trafficking and how it works.58  Since than, the responsibility laid with the Inter 

Secretarial Commission, which has a mandate to develop effective policies and trainings 

as well as preventive campaigns.  The Commission raises awareness of what is human 

trafficking, explains how traffickers manipulate victims, distributes materials, and creates 

initiatives to eradicate demand.  Additionally, the Commission works with groups and 

agencies who help victims so they are adequately trained and prepared to respect the 

victims’ rights and be effective advocates.59  The Commission and its programs have not 

been in place long, so it is hard to determine their effectiveness.   

Another important project to come out of Mexico, with the collaboration of 

USAID is PROTEJA – Proyecto de Apoyo a Regugios para Victimas de Trata de 

Personas en Mexico (PROTECT , Project to support shelter for victims of trafficking in 

Mexico).  This program was funded through USAID/MEXICO, whose purpose is to work 

with the Mexican government and civil society to create a “more coherent, integrated, 
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and coordinated response to trafficking in persons at state, local, and federal levels.”60 

Over 8 million US dollars was funded to PROTEJA from “USAID, Department of 

Justice, Department of Homeland Security, Department of Labor, Department of State’s 

Office of Population, Refugees, and Migration (DOS/PRM); and the Department of 

Health and Human Services”61.  They directed $2.8 million towards USAID to create a 

shelter for victims.62  There four main areas of work are as followed: 

raising public awareness and training regarding trafficking in persons at local and 
national levels; pursuing anti-trafficking legislation and its effective 
implementation strengthening local shelters to offer greater services to trafficking 
in persons victims and the development of models of intervention and assistance; 
and  developing and providing technical assistance to anti-trafficking in persons 
networks and task forces, and encouraging integrated social policies among 
government and non government institutions regarding trafficking in persons.63  

PROTEJA focused its efforts in areas where they felt had the worst problems and 

a healthy and organized civil society base.  The areas they targeted were the states of 

Chihuahua, Nuevo Leon, Veracruz, Quintana Roo, and Jalisco.64 Taking in mind their 

four main focus areas, they first determined what kind of educational and awareness 

programs needed to be initiated, and concentrated on building community alliances with 

local organizations to make this happen.  At times, these organizations were given sub 

grants to help with providing assistance.  They organized conferences, meetings, and 

trainings with these organizations through larger organizations like Comision Nacional en 

Derechos Humanos, CNDH (National Human Rights Committee, government level 

human rights body) and Instituto Nacional de Migración, INM (National Institute on 
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Migration).  These meetings provided opportunities for the organizations to get to know 

each other and move forward in their advocacy work.65 

To tackle the problem of prevention and awareness, PROTEJA delivered training 

and education to more than 20,000 people including civil society actors and government 

agencies and officials from July 2006 to March 2009.   Additionally, they also served as a 

resource for media and reporters.  They approached civil society actors beyond the 

traditional women’s and children’s organizations.  They approached labor unions so that 

they were aware of what was human trafficking and to avoid hiring victims. Beyond 

trainings, they produced a variety of educational material, all available on their website 

www.proteja.com.mx.66  PROTEJA was also very interested in strengthening existing 

shelters.  They surveyed 56 shelters in the five states they were working in and awarded 

four of them financial and technical assistance.67  Also, they worked with Centro 

Nacional de Planeacion, Analasis y Informacion, CENAPI (National Center for 

Planning, Analysis, and Information) to create a database with geographical information 

with crime statistics about the gender based violence and trafficking in persons in 

Mexico.68 

I believe PROTEJA has made some significant achievements regarding human 

trafficking, but it is hard to measure how effective their work has been, as also argued by 

ABA.69  Highlights of their efforts including making more legislation at both federal and 

state levels, raising awareness of human trafficking, and funding shelters to provide 

victims assistance.  Additionally, they worked to create important networks among 
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organizations, but they largely focus on sharing information about victims, legislation, 

and policies.70  

Issues arise with the idea of building a government shelter because many are 

unlikely to approach law enforcement because of lack trust in the government.  As 

already shown, the government has not necessarily been effective at maintaining 

confidentiality, so it’s hard to believe they would be seen as a trusted resource with a 

shelter. Women’s empowerment is largely overlooked as a necessary component of 

prevention.  Prevention, largely, is more classified with being able to identify victims, 

but, I would argue because many times most of those who come in contact with the 

victims are part of the larger crime, they are not going to report what is going on.  More 

focus needs to be made on women’s empowerment as a means of advocacy and a 

preventive measure for human trafficking.  Violence against women is a growing 

problem in Mexico, despite many moves to make women more educated and empowered.  

This violence is the context that makes traffickers able to find and traffic their victims, 

therefore, not including it in prevention efforts is a major oversight.   
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Chapter 5: Violence Against Women 

THE CONTEXT OF VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN IN MEXICO, AND ITS PITFALLS 

In 2003, the Health Secretary and the National Institute of Public Health in 

Mexico designed “La Encuesta Nacional sobre Violencia contra la Mujer”  (The 

National Survey on Violence against Women).  Believing that violence against women is 

a matter of public health concern, they created the survey and collected the responses  in 

order to give these government bodies the opportunity to explore the violence against 

women, especially in the context of family and partner violence.71  A total of 26,240 

interviews were conducted with women over the age of 15.72  The purpose of the study 

highlighted what violence had been experienced at different points in a woman’s life, 

what kind of help had been sought out, and general attitudes about the violence they 

experienced.   

Important numbers drawn from the survey include: 42% of women had been 

physically abused during childhood, while another 21.4% were verbally insulted, and 

another 16.5% humiliated.73  At least half of those that had experienced these types of 

violence also noted that it was a regular form of violence in their lives, that it did not 

occur just once.  Another 7.6% said they had been sexually abused before the age of 15, 

and the majority of those abused were abused by a male relative (55.7%).74  Teenage 

dating violence also occurs, about 10.2% of those interviewed, 9.4% experiencing 

psychological abuse, 4.1% experiencing physical abuse and 2.1% experiencing sexual 
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abuse.75  According to the survey, 1 in 3 of women interviewed experienced partner 

violence at some point in their life, and 2 out of 3 women suffer some sort of violence in 

their life.76 

Of the women who had experienced partner or family violence, most went to their 

friends, religious leaders, neighbors or NGOs in their communities for advice and help.  

Very few came forward to any health professional, such as a nurse, doctor, or social 

worker – only 18.4%.  The reasons given for not wanting to speak to a healthcare 

provider was that mainly because they did not trust them (50.4%), also because they were 

ashamed of being a victim (31.7%), or because it was a private matter not to be discussed 

with them (18.3%).  Some also reported that they felt the healthcare professional was too 

busy to see them (9.1%).  Furthermore, very few also sought legal help (18.6%).77 

Some heath service providers argue that violence against women is a direct result 

of the machismo ideology that dominates the society, as well as the inequality that exists 

between men and women due to cultural and historical roots.  Many women, they 

believe, have very few options of leaving violent family and home situations because of 

the machismo ideal that goes so far as insinuate that violence is a natural part of any 

relationship, and the woman would be worse off being alone.  They would be worse off 

being alone because many would not have the economic means to sustain themselves, 

and would face a strong social stigma being a single woman.78 
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WOMEN’S’ EMPLOYMENT IN MEXICO   

History in Mexico has shown, however, that providing women with economic 

means to sustain themselves is, alone, not sufficient in empowering them.  Economic 

policies were import substitution policies (ISI) prior to the 1980s.  These resulted in less 

access for women to industrial employment.79   The shift to export oriented industries 

resulted in trade liberalization due to the debit crisis in the 1980s that resulted because of 

the ISI policies. After the failed ISI policies, many countries in Latin America became 

privy to structural adjustment programs to save them from their debt.  These initially 

negatively affected women because of the cuts of many social services and government 

programs, but the resulting trade expansion led to more trade  - specifically export 

oriented policies.80 This resulted in the creation of export processing zones, like those on 

the Mexico-US border.  Here there are many foreign owned factories, known as 

maquiladoras, which employ many women for their work.  Beyond this, the economic 

crisis also led to an increase in the informal market, and many women also participate 

here as well, especially when the men lost their jobs and the women could not rely on 

them to provide for their families.  

Positive outcomes resulted in employment opportunities for women in both 

formal and informal sectors.  First, in the formal, there were many opportunities in 

maquiladoras, which preferred to hire women over men.  This resulted because women 

became associated with the idea of being productive while men become associated with 

the idea of sloth and disruption.81  Additionally, women were seen as a source of low 

skilled labor (which were largely the types of jobs available at the maquiladoras) because 
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they had lower educational achievement than men. Additionally, companies were less 

likely to hire women for high training jobs because they were more likely to leave work 

because of family obligations or to have children.  Women also received lower wages, so 

they were cheaper to hire and pay.82  (It is important to note however, that although this 

can be deemed positive because there was a demand for women to fill these types of jobs, 

there are also negative outcomes that result with these kinds of attitudes that will be 

discussed further later).   Seventy percent of those employed in export industries are 

women.83  It also has been proven that there has been increased access to employment for 

women.84  

Indirect positive outcomes include empowering women by giving them job 

opportunities and making their own money.  Some say that giving women employment 

opportunities will lead to wider social benefits for women.  Incentives will be created for 

more education for women, and reducing population growth as well.85  Prior to this time, 

women fell victim to many cultural traditions and stereotypes that dictated they belonged 

at home, to take care of their families, while men fulfilled the breadwinner role.  As 

economic times changed and cultural ideals began to shift (e.g., single mothers and 

divorced women, although not necessarily more accepted became more common), 

women needed to go to work to help provide for their families.  The debt crisis in the 

1980s led to massive unemployment and situations where women needed to enter the 

labor force to help their families.86  They entered both the formal and informal labor force 
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market.87  This indirect positive outcome makes women more valuable to society, more 

than just a housewife and mother.  At a more micro level, the women themselves have 

increased self esteem and confidence, as they are able to provide for themselves.  Pride 

associated with that kind of accomplishment boosts them up, making them more 

assertive.  They enjoy their new independence since they are providing for themselves 

and do not need to rely on a father or husband to do so.88  It takes more however, to 

empower women and for them to break from culture boundaries than just giving them 

jobs.  But it is an important first step that can lead to more opportunities for women; in 

turn helping them grow as members in society.   

A direct negative effect of the women’s employment is the abuse they face in the 

work place.  There have been many accounts of male superiors taking advantage of their 

position in the work place, including being inappropriate with the women, making sexual 

and demeaning comments to them.  Also, there have been incidents of forcing women 

into having pregnancy tests.  When women are pregnant, the managers are more likely to 

fire or not hire them since they will have to leave to give birth and take care of the 

child.89    Abuse also exists in the informal sector, where there is less security and 

regulations to protect women.  As a group already more likely to be exploited, in an 

informal working sector this becomes even greater. 

Another direct negative effect of factory work opportunities is that it reinforces 

stereotypes of women as being docile, undemanding, and unlikely to form unions.90   They 
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are seen as obedient therefore likely to follow orders without a complaint or opinion.91  

This results in labeling them as a less disruptive, easily manipulative work force that is 

more likely to be exploited. This is important for two reasons – one, as already pointed 

out, is that it makes them more vulnerable to be trafficked, especially if there is an 

attitude that once trafficked and working they are less likely to be disruptive, more likely 

to be obedient, etc.  Another reason is that this ties into attitudes that put more women 

into the workforce – that that they are not smart enough or worth the effort for long term 

training jobs.  This brings into question the idea of women being empowered by being 

employed – how likely is it for them to be empowered, that is, perceived as stronger 

members of society that are equal to their traditionally stronger counterparts - men? How 

likely is this, when stereotypes at what should be the cause of empowerment label them 

as weak, undemanding and easily manipulative?   

Ethnographic studies by Salzinger provides examples of maquilias where women 

are largely seen as a weaker and submissive work force that is dominated by their male 

superiors.  But, her studies also show other factories were women are more vociferous 

and demanding. But, when this does happen, these women are not admired for being 

empowered and standing up, but rather criticized by the public as being “bad women” 

who did not know their place.92  Again, this highlights the negative outcome of women 

working – that although in thought it should empower them, the public opinion and 

cultural views may not agree with this assertion.  

There are also questions of short term versus longer term effectiveness of positive 

outcomes, which ties into negative outcomes resulting from women’s employment.  In 

the short term, having these jobs allows them to fulfill immediate material interests and 
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needs -a positive outcome.  But as shown, long term training and growth is not 

encouraged among women employment  -a negative outcome, because it discourages 

empowerment and long term job security and opportunities for women.93 

As alluded to already, there are negative perceptions of the women that do work 

in the factories, and even in the informal market.  The introduction of women in both the 

formal and informal work market is noted by some in Latin America as negatively 

impacting and altering the traditional family structure.94  Some officials in Latin America, 

particularly Mexico observing the trend of women in the work force characterize it as 

“premature growth” and problematic as women gain disproportionate authority at home.95  

Newspapers additionally talked about the dangers of having liberated women.  These 

negative opinions of women joining the workforce create indirect negative outcomes.   

Such negative opinions are especially dangerous in areas like Ciudad Juarez, 

where for years hundreds upon hundreds of women have gone missing, some turning up 

dead, others never being heard from again.  Ciudad Juarez is located on the US-Mexican 

border and has many maquiliadoras there that employ many women.  Negative 

perceptions of working women as discussed previously also exist there.  But when you 

couple that with the mass murder and disappearances occurring against women, attitudes 

and beliefs surface that perhaps what is happening to them is deserved  - that’s what they 

get for stepping outside of traditional and cultural norms.  This is an extremely dangerous 

indirect negative outcome that can be tied to women’s employment in that area.  

Apart from jobs, another point of empowerment is education.  Perhaps, because 

the jobs in the previous paragraphs were lower wage jobs that required less skills, women 

                                                
93 Joekes, Susan P. and Ann Weston. Women and the New Trade Agenda. New York: United Nations 
Development Fund for Women, 1994.  p.50 
94 Salzinger, Leslie. Genders in Production: Making Workers in Mexico’s Global Factories. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2003.  p. 38 
95 Ibid. 49 
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were less likely to be seen as empowered.  What needs to happen, perhaps, is more 

education and more opportunities in other sectors, especially with more skills.  Currently, 

there are trends of more women being educated due to a new social program to be 

discussed further in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Six: Empowerment in Mexico and Looking to the Future  

PROGRESA-OPORTUNIDADES    

An important social program in place in Mexico actually does address many of 

the issues that makes women (and even men) vulnerable to trafficking.  Looking at it 

through a context of human trafficking prevention, the program can be seen as an 

effective strategy.  The program originally started in 1997, and at the time was called 

Progresa.   The purpose of the program is to combat poverty, and started with 300,000 

families in 12 states, with a budget of $58.8 million USD.  In 2002, the name changed to 

Oportunidades, and it is referred to today as Progresa-Oportunidades.96  The purpose of 

the program is to alleviate poverty and does so through cash transfers delivered directly 

to the beneficiaries instead of an intermediary.  Families who are a part of it must fulfill 

certain obligations and promises in order to receive the money and remain as part of the 

program.  These obligations reflect an investment in the children in their family, which is 

the purpose of the money – for example, keeping them fed and healthy, and making sure 

they go and stay in school.97   

Progresa-Oportunidades is not seen as a program that can work alone to combat 

poverty.  Rather, it is part of a larger strategy that aims to invest in the poor, especially 

the children, and in turn gives them the capabilities to grow healthy, become educated, 

and break out of a cycle of poverty.  One point is that Progresa-Oportunidades itself does 

not provide or guarantee employment, but rather gives its participants the opportunity to 

gain the essential skills needed in order to find employment.  Other important 

                                                
96 Levy, Santiago.  Progress against Poverty: Sustaining Mexico’s Progresa-Oportunidades Program. 
Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 2005. p.1 
97 Ibid. 1-2, 21 
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considerations to combat poverty include installing better infrastructure in poorer areas, 

both rural and urban, to improve roads, houses, and water management.98   

The program’s objective relies on three pillars – nutrition, health, and schooling.99  

The program gives cash to the female head of the household, under the premise that the 

family fulfills obligations to ensure positive health and growth of the children, and also 

that they attend school regularly (each additional year of education increases the amount 

of money they get, and for girls in high school, they receive even more money because 

they have higher drop out rates).  Additionally, they are required to attend various health 

clinics and workshops to educate them on proper nutrition as well as reproductive health.  

Failure to meet these obligations results in termination of the program and its benefits.100   

Progresa-Oportunidades relates to advocacy on behalf of potential human 

trafficking victims in several ways. First, by investing in the youth through education, it 

provides them with the necessary skills and capabilities to find work in Mexico.  It also 

reasserts, especially with girls, their self worth because of the emphasis on them (their 

nutrition and health) and their success (in school), and the fact that their mothers hold the 

responsibility of the money and fulfillment of the obligations.  Also, at a larger level, 

giving women opportunities and access to credit, gives them the freedom to break off 

from mental and physical abusive situations.  Some surveys have found that more women 

felt they had the ability to leave husbands, especially in abusive situations, because she 

had access to money and credit.101  She does not have to rely on the man to provide for 

                                                
98 Ibid. 19-20 
99 Gonzalez de la Rocha, Mercedes.  Familias y Politica Social en Mexico: El Caso de Oportunidades.  
Presented at Welfare Regime and Social Actors in Interregional Perspective, The Americas, Asia, and 
Africa. University of Texas at Austin, 20-22 April 2006. Austin, Texas.  Online.  20 July 2010.  Available 
WWW: http://lanic.utexas.edu/project/etext/llilas/cpa/spring06/welfare/delarocha.pdf  p. 5 
100 Levy, Santiago.  Progress against Poverty: Sustaining Mexico’s Progresa-Oportunidades Program. 
Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 2005. p. 21-22.   
101 Gonzalez de la Rocha, Mercedes.  Familias y Politica Social en Mexico: El Caso de Oportunidades.  
Presented at Welfare Regime and Social Actors in Interregional Perspective, The Americas, Asia, and 
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the home because it is actually through her that they receive the benefits.  Although not 

an objective of the program, it is working to fight the root causes of what makes women 

vulnerable to trafficking, so it would be advantageous to look at the program through an 

anti-trafficking lens.   

Although the program is useful, it is incomplete on its own to effectively fight 

poverty, and be a useful anti trafficking tool as it is now.  As said from the start, the 

program was not designed as a means to an end, but rather part of a larger package of 

necessary programs.   Even analysts who have looked at the program and its 

consequences note that it does a good job providing its participants with skills to find a 

job, but skills do not equal employment, especially if there are no opportunities 

available.102   More job opportunities and growth is needed in order for the participants to 

truly be able to break out of the cycle of poverty, otherwise they will be not that much 

better off than they were before.  Another important suggestion for improvement that 

would make it an effective anti trafficking tool is incorporating the ideas of educating 

them on what is trafficking.  Because the program targets people in poverty, and poverty 

is a vulnerability traffickers use to coerce and exploit their victims, it is beneficial to 

educate them on this and how to avoid being victimized.  Because the program has only 

been effect for a few years, there is room for growth and development, and perhaps 

incorporate the goal of being a trafficking prevention tool.   

NOT ENOUGH  

However, as being demonstrated, programs like Progresa-Oportunidades and 

more job opportunities for women may not be enough to empower women.  In a study 

done by Castro et. al using survey data from ENDRIEH, the National Survey on the 
                                                                                                                                            
Africa. University of Texas at Austin, 20-22 April 2006. Austin, Texas.  Online.  20 July 2010.  Available 
WWW: http://lanic.utexas.edu/project/etext/llilas/cpa/spring06/welfare/delarocha.pdf  p. 23-24 
102 Ibid. 26, 35 
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Dynamics of Household Relationships, he found that a woman being more empowered – 

that is, more educated, working outside the home, etc,  - did not correlate to less risk of 

violence a the home, and in fact in some cases, increased the chance of violence.103  The 

following were noted as variables which significantly increased the risk of physical 

violence: witnessing domestic violence as a child, lower socioeconomic status, being 

educated to the secondary, high school or higher level, working outside the home, and 

having a partner that witnessed and/or experienced violence.104  What is significant here 

is that women with higher education levels and work outside the home would normally 

be correlated with empowerment.  This report tried to argue that giving women 

educational and work opportunities will empower them and make them less vulnerable.  

This decreases their chances of being victims of violence, and in particular human 

trafficking. But, these findings and other studies show that giving more opportunities to 

women does not always result in a change of a more positive social perception of women.    

What does this tell us?  Education and jobs is not the one and only simple solution 

to empowerment.  There will be no overnight fix or resolution.  There is a larger societal 

problem and perception that will only change over time.  In the meantime, these are 

important steps that cannot be ignored.   A continued focus on empowerment for women 

– education, jobs, etc – will lead to an overall attitude shift .  This is part of the idea of 

prevention of human trafficking – not only empowering potential victims, but also 

showing to society that women are valuable and strong members of society, and not 

vulnerable, submissive, and weak.   

                                                
103 Castro, Roberto, et al.  “Empowerment and Physical Violence Throughout Women’s Reproductive Life 
in Mexico”. Violence Against Women. 14.6 (2008): 655-677. Catalog. p. 665-670 
104  Ibid 
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There already are some public awareness events and women’s empowerment 

programs going in Mexico.   First, during the elections during the beginning of 2009, 

many campaigns were run on the television for different political parties, and also but 

from the Instiuto Federal Electoral or IFE, the Federal Election Institute encouraging 

citizens to register to vote and vote as well.  One of their campaigns were directed 

towards gender inequalities and stereotypes, encouraging women to vote and that they 

had the freedom to vote for whom they wanted, and also encouraging men to let them 

vote, and vote for who they want.105   

Women’s empowerment organizations also play important roles in Mexico.  

Some offered job opportunities, like selling handicrafts in a store.  These opportunities 

came with obligations and requirements to attend various workshops and sessions.  They 

taught them about saving money, encouraging their children to go to school instead of 

beg on the street, etc.  Unfortunately though, some programs do not discuss issues of 

domestic violence or violence against women, fearing the repercussions from the men in 

the community that the women were coming from.  Because of this, it is hard to believe 

in the work they are doing, if they are not addressing the larger societal issues at hand.  

As already shown, just giving women jobs and education is not going to be enough, the 

larger societal transformation has to be addressed and needs to occur.  

                                                
105 Instituto Federal Electoral. 2010. Online. 20 July 2010. Available www: 
http://www.ife.org.mx/portal/site/ifev2/ 
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion 

CLOSING REMARKS 

Obviously, the phenomenon is not something that has a clear cause and a clear 

effect with a simple solution.   The causes range from an existing and growing demand, 

economic vulnerabilities leading to desperation for work, lack of knowledge of the 

existence of the crime or the rights of victims, cultural and societal norms and stereotypes 

traffickers can exploit to manipulate and entrap victims, and environments conducive to 

trafficking because of a lack of effective legislation or law enforcement 

Since the causes are so complex and multidimensional, a complex and 

multidimensional approach is necessary to tackle it, involving the public and private 

sector, government, NGOs, and civil society.  As part of this solution, I argue strongly in 

favor of women’s empowerment, as it tackles many of the underlying issues discussed at 

length already.  Additionally, and related, is education to the people , mainly on the 

reality of how they are treating women and the effects this is having.   

To conclude, one of the necessary actions to bring an end to what many call 

“modern day slavery”  - human trafficking – is outreach to potential victims.  Traffickers 

are targeting a specific population and group of people that they know will be easy to 

manipulate, exploit, and later control in whatever business they put them in – forced 

physical or sexual labor.   In order to fight the traffickers, various forms of outreach need 

to occur, as already has been stated by various international groups and organizations 

who advise and create policy regarding human trafficking.  In particular, as this report 

shows the women who are being targeted need more access to education and job 

opportunities. Education and public awareness also needs to expand to communities that 

are being targeted, and larger society as a whole.  They need to be educated not only on 
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the value of women, but also on what is human trafficking, how it is successful, and what 

role they can play to put an end to it.  Also, besides large scale campaigns, there has to be 

more smaller, specialized programs for, again, high risk populations to trafficking.   

Additionally, there needs to be more education and networking among the people 

involved with anti trafficking networks.  This crime is successful, among other reasons, 

because of collaboration; therefore, it needs to be countered with advocacy through 

collaboration.  This collaboration needs to spread beyond just within Mexico, but 

throughout Latin America and even the world.  An example of an organization doing this 

kind of collaborative work is the Coalition Against Trafficking in Women (CATW). The 

organization works through regional networks all over the world, including Latin 

America.  According to the CATW’s mission, it 

serves as an umbrella that coordinates and takes direction from its regional 
organizations and networks in its work against sexual exploitation and in support 
of women's human rights.106 

Another important international organization working on a global level to fight 

human trafficking is the United Nations Global Initiative to Fight Human Trafficking.  

The purpose of this organization is to coordinate with multiple sectors -including 

businesses, civil society, the media, academia, etc – in order to build an effective 

response and strategy to fight human trafficking.107  Apparently, this collaboration and 

public awareness has already occurred in Mexico on various levels, but its efficiency has 

not been evaluated. 

Regarding preventive methods, more research needs to be done in evaluating what 

exists and what is happening in Mexico and Latin America, and what they can learn form 
                                                
106 An Introduction to CATW. Coalition Against Trafficking Women. Online.  20 July 2010.  Available 
WWW: http://www.catwinternational.org/about/index.php 
107 About UN.GIFT. United Nations Office on Drug and Crime, 2010. Online. 20 July 2010. Available 
WWW: http://www.ungift.org/ungift/en/about/index.html  
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each other and other organizations.  More research needs to be done regarding public 

perceptions of trafficking, that is, what do people know and what do they not know.  How 

much of what they know is truth and fact and how much is assumptions or even 

stereotypes.   

Preventive methods as discussed are not the only means of fighting human 

trafficking, nor should it be, and there are several areas of further research, especially 

looking at Latin American as a region.  There needs to be more research trying to 

determine the networks that exist within Latin America, and profiling the type of people 

who are doing the trafficking – not only men, but women too.  A greater understanding of 

who and how is also essential to fighting human trafficking.  More research also needs to 

be done on men that are trafficked, and other types of forced labor.   
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Appendix A: List of Organizations Working on the Theme of Human 
Trafficking in Latin America 

The following organizations have done work directly related to human trafficking, 
whether it be research, outreach, public awareness, legislation advocacy, or working with 
survivors and potential victims.  All were mentioned in one or more references listed at 
the end of the report.   
 
Mexican Organizations:  
 
Alternativas Pacificas Pacific Alternatives Civil Association in Monterrey 
http://www.alternativaspacificas.org/ 
 
Bilateral Safety Corridor in Tijuana – San Diego 
http://www.bsccoalition.org/  
 
Casa Alianza Alliance House 
http://www.casa-alianzamexico.org/ 
 
Casa Amiga, Ciudad Juarez 
http://www.casa-amiga.org.mx/ 
 
Casa de las Mercedes House of the Mercedes 
http://www.casadelasmercedes.org.mx/ 
 
Casa del Migrante en Tapachula - Albergue Belén Belen Migrant Shelter in Tapachula,  
http://www.migrante.com.mx/Tapachula.htm 
 
Casa sobre la Roca House on the Rock Shelter 
http://csr.org.mx/ 
 
Centro de Derechos Humanos “Fray Matías de Córdova  Fray Matias Center for Human 
Rights, Chiapas  
 
Centro de los Derechos del Migrante, Inc.  Center for Migrant Rights in Zacatecas 
http://www.cdmigrante.org/esinicio.html 
 
Centro de Estudios e Investigacion en Desarrollo y Asistencia  
Social Center for Studies on Development and Social Assistance (CEIDAS)  
http://www.ceidas.org/tp_presentacion_esp.shtml 
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Centro “Fray Julián Garcés Derechos Humanos y Desarrollo Local A. C. Fray Julian 
graces human rights center, Tlaxcala 
http://centrofrayjulian.org.mx/sitio/ 
   
Centro Integral de Atención a la Mujer y sus hij@s, Asocacion civil, Cancún Center for 
Comprehensive Assistance to Women in Cancun 
http://www.ciamcancun.org/ 
 
Daywalka in Mexico City 
 
Infancia comun Common Childhood 
http://www.infanciacomun.org.mx/  
 
Infantia  
http://www.fundacioninfantia.org/  
 
Oblata hermanas Oblata Sisters 
http://palabrademujer.wordpress.com/2009/10/11/hermanas-oblatas-encuentro-sobre-
prostitucion-y-trata-barquisimeto-16-y-17-de-octubre-2009/ 
 
PROTEJA 
http://www.proteja.com.mx/  
 
Red por las Derechos de la Infancia en Mexico National Network for Children’s Rights 
http://www.derechosinfancia.org.mx/ 
 
Red Nacional de Refugios National Network of Refugees, 
http://www.rednacionalderefugios.org.mx/  
 
Sin fronteras, I. A. P 
http://www.sinfronteras.org.mx/ 
 
 
International Organizations  
 
Amnesty International 
www.amnesty.org 
 
Anti-Slavery International  
www.antislavery.org 
 
Captive Daughters 
http://www.captivedaughters.org/ 
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Casa Alianza 
www.casa-aliazna.org.uk  
 
Centre de Referncia, Estudos E Acoes sobre Criancas e Adolescentes (CERCIA) 
http://www.cecria.org.br 
 
Centro Latinamericano y Caribeño de Demografía (CELADE) 
http://www.eclac.cl/celade 
 
Coalition to Abolish Slavery and Trafficking (CAST, in Los Angeles, CA) 
http://www.castla.org/ 
 
Coalition Against Trafficking of Women 
http://www.catwinternational.org/  
 
Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soliders 
www.child-soldiers.org 
 
Comité de América Latina y El Caribe para la Defensa de los Derechos de la Mujer 
(Committee of Latin America and the Carribean for the Defense of the Rights of Women) 
CLADEM 
http://www.cladem.org/ 
 
Defense for the Children International 
http://www.defenceforchildren.org/ 
 
Displaced Children and Orphans Fund 
www.usaid.gov 
 
End Child Prostitution, Child Pornography and Trafficking of Children for Sexual 
Purposes  International (ECPAT) 
www.ecpat.net 
 
European Commission of the European Union 
http://ec.europa.eu/index_en.htm 
 
Free the Slaves 
http://www.freetheslaves.net/ 
 
Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women  
http://www.gaatw.org/ 
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Global March Against Child Labor 
www.globalmarch.org 
 
Global Rights 
http://gr.convio.net/site/PageServer?pagename=gr_index 
 
Human Rights Watch 
www.hrw.org 
 
Inter American  Children’s Institute (IACI) / Institute Interamericano del Niño (IIN) 
www.iin.oea.org 
 
Inter American Commission on Women, Organization of American States (OAS) 
http://portal.oas.org/Default.aspx?tabid=621&language=en-US 
 
International Children’s Alliance 
www.savethechildren.org  
 
International Labor Organization  - International Programme on the Elimination of Child 
Labour (IPEC) 
www.ilo.org 
 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) / Organización Internacionla par alas 
Migraciones (OIM) 
www.iom.org 
 
Latin American Network of Missing Persons 
http://www.latinoamericanosdesaparecidos.org/default.php?language=en&osCsid=toag5n
1ojbrla5hrlnkd0rutq5 
 
Libertad Latina  
http://www.libertadlatina.org/ 
 
Organization of American States (OAS) 
www.oas.org 
 
The Protection Project 
www.protectionproject.org 
 
SAGE Project (Standing Against Global Exploitation) 
http://www.sagesf.org/ 
 
Save the Children 
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http://www.savethechildren.org/ 
 
Soroptimists  
http://www.soroptimist.org/  
 
Survivors Rights International (SRI) 
http://www.survivorsrightsinternational.org 
 
Terre des Hommes 
www.stopchildtrafficking.org / www.terredeshommes.org 
 
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 
www.unicef.org 
 
United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) 
www.unifem.org 
 
United Nations Global Initiative to Fight Trafficking (UN GIFT)   
http://www.ungift.org/ 
 
United Nations High Commissioner on Human Rights 
www.unhchr.ch 
 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)  
www.unhcr.ch 
 
United Nations Interregional Crime and Justice Research Institute (UNICRI) 
www.unicri.it  
 
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNDOC) 
www.undoc.org 
 
US Agency for International Development, Office of Women in Development (EGAT 
/WID) 
www.usaid.gov/our_work/cross-cutting_programs/wid/ 
 
Vital Voices 
http://vitalvoices.org/ 
 
Watchlist on Children and Armed Conflict 
www.watchlist.org 
 
 Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and Children 
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www.womenscommission.org  
 
Women’s Human Rights Network 
www.hrnet.org 
 
WomenWatch 
www.un.org/womenwatch 
 
World Vision 
http://www.worldvision.org/  
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