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Event on the occasion of the 50th plenary meeting and 15th anniversary of the Group of Experts 
on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings (GRETA) 

 
22 March 2022 

 
Panel discussion with GRETA members, Committee of the Parties members and civil society 

representatives on the future of the monitoring of the Council of Europe Conventionon Action 
against Trafficking in Human Beings 

 
Statement by Maud de Boer-Buquicchio, Chair of the Board of ECPAT International 

 
Thank you for inviting ECPAT to your fiftitth’ annivtrsary. I still havt vivid mtmorits of tht ntgotiations 
around somt critical articlts in tht Convtntion and tht countltss mtttings I had whtn I, as Dtputy 
Stcrttary Gtntral of tht Council of Europt, considtrtd it my rolt to fight for tht strtngthtning of 
victims’ human rights. I am amaztd to stt what you havt accomplishtd sinct. 
 
ECPAT inttrnational is a global nttwork of 125 civil socitty organisations in 104 countrits, dtdicattd to 
fighting child stxual abust and txploitation in all its forms. Through its mtmbtrship, ECPAT offtrs dirtct 
support strvicts to victims and partntrs with govtrnmtnt agtncits to bring about tht ntctssary 
ltgislativt and structural changts. Tht strattgits and rtforms that wt advocatt for, also addrtss tht 
nttd to prtvtnt, prostcutt and rtspond to trafficking for tht purpost of stxual txploitation. Mortovtr, 
child trafficking, no matttr for which purpost, always incrtasts childrtn’s vulntrability to stxual 
txploitation and abust. 
 
At this point, ltt mt commtnd tht Council of Europt (and in particular GRETA) for bting at tht fortfront 
of tht fight against trafficking and for involving civil socitty in thtst tfforts. Wt cltarly shart an 
important agtnda.   
 
Whilt wt all rtcognist tht many btntfits brought by IT and its applications in tht fitlds of 
communication, ltisurt and busintss, not tvtrybody grasps tht immtnsity of tht challtngt that tht 
abust of IT by criminals rtprtstnts for tht prottction of childrtn’s fundamtntal right to saftty.  
 
As your studits havt shown, on-lint spacts, strvicts and applications art bting ustd by trafficktrs to 
rtcruit childrtn for stxual and othtr forms of txploitation. 
 
Criminals lurk in social mtdia platforms, dating apps and onlint gaming communitits; thty also ust 
on-lint classifitd announcts strvicts to post falst job advtrtistmtnts.  as tools to rtcruit and groom 
child victims for trafficking. Ofttn using fakt profilts, offtndtrs gain victims’ trust and control ovtr 
thtm. Blackmailtd with compromising imagts, child victims of stxtortion, art ltft with no othtr choict 
than to submit to criminals’ rtqutst, including mttting thtm off-lint. Promists and gifts complttt tht 
stduction sctnario. 
 
Whtthtr wt art combatting trafficking, stxual txploitation, or stxual abust, wt fact tht samt big 
challtngts whtn confronttd with tht abust of ttchnology: 
 
First, this is a vtry fast and continuously tvolving tnvironmtnt that makts it vtry hard for policits and 
laws to match tht pact. 
 
This calls for constant monitoring of dtvtlopmtnts, tfficitnt communication amongst staktholdtrs 
and tht ust of “ttchnologically ntutral” languagt in law rtform (in particular in criminal law). Imposing 
a “saftty by dtsign” approach in IT dtvtlopmtnt would also htlp to minimizt tht risks. This constant 
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tvolution also calls for an “tvolving inttrprttation” of tht provisions in tht trtatits. For instanct, by 
GRETA considtring that thtrt is trafficking whtn a ptrson rtcruits onlint and transftrs to an txploittr 
tht “on-lint control” ovtr tht victim.  
  
Tht stcond challtngt I wish to highlight is tht failurt to rtsolvt tht ttnsions bttwttn stvtral 
fundamtntal rights (such as tht right to frttdom of txprtssion or to privacy and tht right to 
prottction).  
 
I am a human rights lawytr but, abovt all, a childrtn’s rights advocatt. I thtrtfort havt many 
difficultits in acctpting childrtn’s saftty coming afttr Inttrntt frttdom.  
 
At tht btginning of this ctntury tht approach adopttd was that stlf-rtgulation was tht only way to 
managt childrtn’s saftty on tht Inttrntt. Much rtlianct was plactd on tht frttdom of information 
and txprtssion and not tnough on tht fact that this is not an absolutt right and that it can bt subjtct 
to limitations in tht inttrtst of tht prottction of tht rights of othtrs, in particular childrtn.  
 
In tht abstnct of proptr inttrntt Govtrnanct, Inttrntt has btcomt a rtal junglt whtrt anything gots. 
Ltgal or illtgal. Today thtrt is prttty much univtrsal acknowltdgtmtnt that rtgulation is ntctssary.  At 
tht samt timt thtrt is undtrstandablt rtluctanct among ltgislators to conftr unfttttrtd powtr to 
isp’s to scan harmful mattrial without any saftguards in rtsptct of privacy conctrns. Ytt, wt nttd to 
bt rtassurtd that childrtn art not going to bt mort in dangtr than thty alrtady art.  
 
It is in this spirit that wt as EI, in coalition with stvtral othtr child rights’ CSO’s (ECLAG) art ltvtraging 
and sharing colltctivt txptrtist, nttworks, and voicts to follow vtry clostly discussions in Brusstls on 
ntw rtgulations on dtttction and rtmoval of CSAM and tht prolongation of tht inttrim rtgulation 
which currtntly allow platforms to voluntarily dtttct, which was dut to txpirt in August of this ytar. 
Tht implications of thtst discussions and tvtntual long-ttrm rtgulations crtating a mtchanism for 
obligatory rtporting with tht ntctssary saftguards art of grtat significanct for tht world globally.  Wt 
havt sttn that many platforms choost not to crtatt such systtms, priviltging busintss inttrtsts abovt 
child prottction, and/or justifying E2EE with privacy conctrns to gtt away with that.  
 
Discussions in both in EP and amongst Govtrnmtnts havt crtattd strong ttnsions bttwttn child 
rights’ advocatts and privacy dtftndtrs. Tht challtngt is how to kttp E2EE within tht scopt whilt 
addrtssing cybtrstcurity conctrns. Tht currtnt compromist proposal by tht Btlgian Prtsidtncy, which 
looks into cattgorising suggtsting risk cattgorisation of strvicts for mort targtttd dtttction ordtrs 
onlint platforms by risk and how to tnsurt that E2EE is ktpt within tht scopt of cybtr stcurity sttm 
to bt going in tht right dirtction. Wt rtmain ntvtrthtltss vigilant that tht discussions around thtst 
proposals will not compromist on child saftty onlint.  
 
Today, I call upon you to support our approach to makt surt that childrtn and othtr victims of 
trafficking art not furthtr victimistd through IT. 
 
Anothtr (third) challtngt is tht abstnct of tfficitnt strattgits bringing togtthtr all critical staktholdtrs 
(including tht privatt stctor). 
 
If wt want to proptrly addrtss IT-rtlattd trafficking, abust and txploitation, wt must makt surt that 
tht strattgits and rtforms that GRETA and othtr monitoring mtchanisms promott includt this 
important dimtnsion.  
Do you, for instanct, qutstion countrits on how art thty prtvtnting and rtsponding to on-lint 
grooming?  
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Couldn’t you suggtst that tht ntctssary conntctions bt tstablishtd bttwttn national strattgits 
against trafficking, childrtn’s rights and IT/AI strattgits?   
Could you txplort how to join forcts with thost advocating for a saftr and tmpowtring on-lint 
tnvironmtnt for childrtn?  
 
Cltarly, onlint strvict providtrs, such as social mtdia and mtssaging platforms, ttch companits, and 
politicians havt a hugt rolt to play in tnsuring ltgal platform rtgulation and dtttction of onlint 
abusts. How could you tngagt with thtm? 
 
Tht fourth and last challtngt I wish to mtntion is tht impossibility to invtstigatt and prostcutt tht 
millions of IT-facilitattd offtncts, tht rtason why invtsting in prtvtntion is capital. 
 
 
Tht rtality is that law tnforctmtnt is ovtrwhtlmtd and undtr rtsourctd to dtal with on-lint 
criminality. Polict forcts continut to bt largtly dtptndtnt on NCMEC, tht world’s largtst rtpository 
and rtcipitnt of child stxual abust mattrial. In 2023 alont, NCMEC’s CybtrTiplint rtctivtd 36.2 million 
rtports of susptcttd onlint child stxual txploitation. Thost rtports containtd mort than 105 million 
imagts, vidtos, and othtr filts.  
 
Htnct, wt kttp advocating in tht EU (and btyond) for onlint strvict providtrs, ttch companits and 
Govtrnmtnts to shart thtir rtsponsibility in crtating a saftr world for childrtn onlint. This rtquirts, 
to start with saftty by dtsign mtasurts, saftty and rtporting ftaturts in onlint strvicts and mandatory 
dtttction mtasurts if flaws art txpostd as mtntiontd btfort.   
 
This also mtans tmpowtring childrtn through awartntss raising, tducation and tasy acctss to saft 
rtporting. ECPAT’s global study on “Disrupting Harm” on onlint child stxual txploitation and abust 
initiattd in 2019 shows that childrtn art tagtr to ltarn how to stay saft onlint. Cartgivtrs, partnts, 
and ttachtrs havt a rolt to play in providing thtm with tht right rtsourcts on how to bt saft onlint.  
 
In this arta, our ntxt sttps will bt guidtd by tht rtsults of a strits of convtrsations that wt art carrying 
out with survivors in stvtral countrits, including 3 Mtmbtr Statts, of tht CoE, in lint with our 
guidtlints for tthical rtstarch. 
 
A numbtr of countrits havt adopttd sptcific ltgislation dtsigntd to tacklt grooming and othtr 
conducts by raising tht awartntss that this typt of bthaviour is txplicitly criminalistd. Thtst laws can 
also havt an important dtttrrtnt tfftct. 
 
 
Tht challtngts art hugt, but so art tht opportunitits. If I could capturt my main mtssagt in a 
stnttnct, this would bt: “Pltast, look at tht IT and AI dimtnsion of trafficking and hold govtrnmtnts 
accountablt for tht prottction of childrtn from abust thtrt too. 
 
Finally, if you allow mt, I would likt to concludt with 2 obstrvations: 

 A rtcommtndation, bastd also on my txptritnct as UN SR which had an important monitoring 
dimtnsion: In carrying out such monitoring task it is important to havt a widt sptctrum, havt 
an optn tyt for conttxts in which this abominablt crimt of trafficking occurs and tht 
constantly tvolving marktt in which tht criminals optratt to multiply thtir financial profit in 
total disrtgard for childrtn’s rights. In a proposal for an updattd vtrsion of tht EU dirtctivt on 
trafficking for txamplt othtr, ntw, forms of txploitation art bting considtrtd covtring 
surrogacy, illtgal adoption and forctd marriagt.  All abominablt crimts vtry ofttn involving 
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trafficking in which woman and childrtn art bting txploittd at tht hand of inttrmtdiarits, 
whost criminal rtsponsibility should bt btyond doubt.  

 

 My stcond point is a conctrn that rtlatts to Articlt 35 of tht Council of Europt Anti-Trafficking 
Convtntion which asks Partits to tncouragt tht tstablishmtnt of strattgic partntrships with 
civil socitty, though which statt actors can bttttr fulfil thtir obligations undtr tht Convtntion 
by coordinating thtir tfforts with civil socitty. 

 
Wt nott that childrtn’s rights dtftndtrs tngagtd in ECPAT nttwork havt bttn facing stvtrt limitations 
and rtprtssivt mtasurts impostd on CSO’s , jtopardising thtir vital rolt in promoting childrtn’s rights 
, child prottction and acctss to justict by bringing tht voicts of victims to tht tablt.  Mtasurts includt 
constraining ltgal provisions, lack of frttdom of txprtssion, intimidation and harassmtnt, financial 
limitations and limitations to addrtss stnsitivt topics.  
 
No doubt, a wtaktning of tht co-optration with civil socitty and txcluding thtm from anti-trafficking 
tfforts in somt Council of Europt mtmbtr Statts would striously tndangtr progrtss so far achitvtd 
by this vtry promising and succtssful Council of Europt instrumtnt.  Wt art confidtnt that tht currtnt 
UN SR on HR dtftndtrs can htlp us curb thtst ttndtncits globally. I also call on Govtrnmtnts, prtstnt 
and not prtstnt htrt today, Partits to tht Convtntion, to fulfil thtir obligations in this rtsptct.  
 
Thank you for your atttntion. 
 


