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Abstract: Despite the improvements in enhanced child protection, there is an increasing concern 
about the vulnerability and cases of child trafficking in Spain, the southern gateway to Europe from 
the African continent. Analyzing 23 interviews with professionals in the field, this article identifies 
the factors that contribute to high levels of child trafficking in Spain. This study identifies three 
primary results: (1) The dangers of residential childcare as places of recruitment; (2) The southern 
European and Spanish border as a place of elevated risk for the recruitment of children; (3) The 
stereotypes regarding child trafficking make invisible male victims, other types of trafficking for 
non-sexual purposes, domestic trafficking, and individual trafficking. Therefore, it remains imper-
ative to advance a set of policies that: (i) invest in specific residential childcare resources for child 
victims either alone or with family members; (ii) invest in smaller residential childcare to prevent 
abuse; (iii) invest in mentoring programs for children previously under state guardianship; (iv) im-
prove the working conditions and the training of residential childcare staff; (v) increase the visibility 
and diversity of child trafficking while avoiding stereotypes; (vi) improve the regional coordination; 
(vii) invest in campaigns to inform children about the dangers involved in running away, exploita-
tion and abuse. 
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1. Introduction 
Human trafficking has been defined internationally in the Palermo Protocol (2000) in 

three aspects: acts, means, and purposes. However, in the case of child victims, it is not 
necessary for these specific means to be present. It is enough to be given the capture, 
transport, transfer, host, or receive the person for exploitation purposes to be identified as 
a trafficking victim (López Peregrín 2023). The consent of individuals under the age of 18 
to be exploited holds no relevance, as the element of consent is deemed void for children 
under that age within the realm of human trafficking (López Peregrín 2023). Recruitment 
involves the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring, or/and reception of persons 
both within national borders and across international borders. The purpose of exploita-
tion includes sexual (forced prostitution, pornography, and sex tourism), forced labor (do-
mestic service, begging, agriculture, etc.), forced marriage (minors forced to marry, often 
against their will), or criminal exploitation (drug dealing, robbery, and forced begging). 
Internationally, we know that trafficking directly affects girls (18%) and boys (17%), with 
an increase in the number of boys identified as victims of trafficking worldwide in the last 
decade (UNODC 2023). Regarding international instruments for child protection, the 1989 
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United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and its Optional Protocols apply to 
this context. 

At the European level, the most important treaties are the European Charter on the 
Rights of the Child, the Council of Europe Convention on the Protection of Children 
against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse, or Directive 2011/93/EU of the European 
Parliament and of the Council on combating the sexual abuse and exploitation of children 
and child pornography. Directive 2011/36/EU is particularly relevant because it includes 
family reunification of child victims. The Council of Europe adopted the Warsaw Conven-
tion in 2005, one of the highlights being its emphasis on structural causes and the creation 
of the Group of Experts on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings (GRETA), tasked 
with collecting and analyzing data on this crime. GRETA (2023) latest report, Spain indi-
cates its concern regarding (1) the lack of identification at Spain’s southern border of child 
trafficking when migrant minors or asylum seekers enter, (2) the lack of specific resources 
for identified child victims, especially boys; (3) the risks of recruitment of children under 
state guardianship. 

In Spain, at the national level, changes to the child and adolescent protection system 
reflect the evolution of public policies in response to the emerging needs of minors at risk 
with the Law 26/2015 (BOE 2015). By incorporating specific measures for protection 
against trafficking and exploitation, this law represents a significant advance in safeguard-
ing the rights of children and adolescents in Spain. The latest official data from Spain 
(CITCO 2023) indicates that 1466 victims of human trafficking and exploitation crimes 
have been formally identified during 2023, of which 18 of them were minors at the time of 
identification, mainly for sexual (12), labor (5), forced marriages (2) and begging (1) pur-
poses. The report indicates that the most frequent nationalities of victims are Colombian, 
Moroccan, and Spanish. 

Applying a gender perspective to this crime is fundamental to understanding and 
addressing child trafficking, given that victimization experiences can vary significantly 
between boys and girls. This perspective highlights how social and cultural constructions 
of masculinity and femininity influence vulnerability and child exploitation (Reid 2012). 
On the one hand, girls are more likely to be sexually exploited due to gender stereotypes 
that portray them as more vulnerable. On the other hand, boys face less visibility when 
they are victims of forced prostitution or child pornography because of stereotypes that 
minimize their vulnerability. 

The literature on child trafficking focuses on the purpose of sexual exploitation 
(Franchino-Olsen 2021). It points out that the most relevant risks for the recruitment of 
minors include participation in juvenile services or centers, sexual victimization, material 
needs, peer influence, juvenile delinquency, and substance use. In the case of Spain, the 
latest GRETA (2023) report has drawn attention to the concern regarding residential child-
care as a place of vulnerability and recruitment for child trafficking, although with signif-
icant regional differences. In Spain, there are 20,000 available spots for minors distributed 
among 1200 centers, most of them privately run. According to a study in Mallorca (Spain) 
involving children and adolescents in residential childcare, a third of the young people 
interviewed reported needing more information about commercial sexual exploitation 
and the risks of running away from residential childcare and highlighted the need for 
greater communication with center workers (Pereda et al. 2021). In the same study, they 
point out that some of the most frequent causes for falling into a situation of vulnerability 
that ends in exploitation include the fear of homelessness not having money to purchase 
goods, alcohol, and drug consumption. 

Despite legislative and political advances at both the national and supranational lev-
els, challenges persist in the effective implementation of protection measures in centers 
for minors, the identification of child victims at the border, the allocation of sufficient re-
sources (GRETA 2023), and the visibility of certain groups or profiles of minors. Therefore, 
the objectives of this research are: (i) to identify the risks of exploitation and child traffick-
ing in Spanish residential care; (ii) to understand the specific circumstances of Spain as a 
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southern European border and its implications for fighting trafficking; (iii) to understand 
the stereotypes that exist regarding child trafficking in Spain. 

2. Materials and Methods 
This study applies a qualitative methodology through interviews and focus groups 

with key informants who work with people at risk of exploitation or trafficking, mainly 
in Spain. To this end, we conducted interviews with professionals from civil society or-
ganizations and government, such as social workers, nurses, lawyers, educators, doctors, 
and psychologists. There is an inherent limitation with respect to the sample that is im-
portant to point out. This article offers an approach through the lens of professionals 
working to combat trafficking but not through the lens of those directly affected: the chil-
dren themselves. Future research should consider the perceptions of children at risk of 
being trafficked based on similar circumstances as those discussed in this article. 

Regarding the length, the interviews lasted an average of approximately one hour. 
Some of the interviews were conducted on the Microsoft Teams platform, and the focus 
groups were carried out in person in different provinces of Spain. The provinces were 
selected because of the volume of victims in those regions and because these provinces 
are important entry points in the trafficking phenomenon in Spain. The focus groups were 
conducted face-to-face and audio recorded using Microsoft Teams (for transcription pur-
poses). All interviews were conducted in Spanish, so all quotes presented in this chapter 
are translated into English. Data collection primarily took place throughout 2023. The pro-
ject was broader in scope, and the topics covered in these interviews were extensive; how-
ever, only the information related to children will be used for this article. 

Regarding the sample, 4 focus groups (FG) of 6 people, 2 dual interviews (with pro-
fessionals of the same institution), and 8 personal interviews were conducted. In relation 
to the participants, some characteristics are described in the table below. All the partici-
pants were adults and living in Spain at the time of the interview. The sampling initially 
involved contacting organizations collaborating with the university, and then it expanded 
through a snowball effect. Once the first organizations were interviewed, they referred the 
researchers to other colleagues or entities. Invitations to participate in the research project 
were sent via email. The aim was to achieve diversity and heterogeneity among the inter-
view subjects (Table 1), including interviewees from different Spanish regions, different 
levels of work (Regional, national, international), various professional occupations, and 
different target groups (immigrant groups, prostitution, and children) that worked with 
possible victims of trafficking underage. 

Table 1. Characteristics of the qualitative sample. 

N. Occupation Population Served Region Gender Interview Type 
1 Law Minors NGO Spain Woman Interview 
2 International Relations Human trafficking NGO Spain Woman Interview 
3 Law Human trafficking NGO Spain Woman Interview 
4 Nurse Trafficking and prostitution NGO Europa Woman Interview 
5 Educator Minors Centre Madrid Woman Dual interview 
6 Psychology Minors Centre Madrid Woman Dual interview 
7 Law General Government Spain Woman Interview 
8 Pedagogy Prostitution NGO Malaga Woman FG 
9 Social Work Minors NGO Malaga Woman FG 

10 Psychology Minors NGO Malaga Woman FG 
11 Psychology Labor and sexual exploitation, minors NGO Malaga Woman FG 
12 Social Work Trafficking Government Malaga Woman FG 
13 Law Migration and trafficking NGO Malaga Woman FG 
14 Volunteer Trafficking and prostitution NGO Malaga Man FG 
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15 Director Trafficking and prostitution NGO Malaga Man FG 
16 Social Work Human trafficking NGO Galicia Man Interview 
17 Law General Government Melilla Woman Interview 
18 Educator Minors NGO Madrid, Ceuta Man FG 

19 Social Work 
Minors Centre specialized in trafficking 

NGO 
Catalonia Man Dual interview 

20 Migration Health and trafficking NGO Melilla Woman Dual interview 
21 Psychology Migration NGO Canary Islands Woman FG 
22 Social Work Human trafficking NGO Canary Islands Woman FG 
23 Psychology Minors NGO Canary Islands Woman FG 

Regarding the ethics considerations around the theme and methodology, the (Uni-
versity)’s Ethics Committee reviewed this broader research project. The study’s purpose, 
the guarantee of anonymity, and data confidentiality were explained to the interviewees, 
who then voluntarily signed an informed consent form. All interview recordings were 
securely stored by the research team. Recordings and transcripts will be deleted upon 
completion of the project. To protect the interviewees’ anonymity, only aggregated data 
is presented, including their gender, the region where they worked, and their occupation 
(Table 1). 

Data analysis was conducted based on individual or group interviews using Nvivo 
software. Criteria for rigor and quality in qualitative research were followed. First, subject 
triangulation was used to identify different civil society organizations to interview. Sec-
ond, reliability was ensured to maintain coherence between the objectives, research tech-
niques, and questions by designing clear questions, training interviewers, and document-
ing the process in detail. Third, the research was triangulated, with interviews conducted, 
transcribed, and coded separately by at least two researchers. Our content analysis aimed 
to identify common experiences that reach data saturation and data quantification. 

3. Results 
Based on the information obtained from the participants interviewed, and in line 

with the objectives of the research, the analysis identified three highly prevalent themes 
across Spain: (1) concerns about the centers for minors in Spain as places at risk of abuse, 
exploitation, and trafficking; (2) specific and concrete risks for child trafficking on the 
southern border of the European Union and Spain; (3) stereotypes about child trafficking 
victims. 

3.1. Risks Encountered within the Residential Childcare in Spain 
In Spain, the responsibility for the protection of minors (e.g., residential care) lies 

with the regional governments. Being regional competencies, several interviewees men-
tioned notable differences in management, availability of funding, and child protection 
protocols between the regions. There is a multitude of frameworks (open, semi-open, 
closed), different management responsible (state, NGOs, private entities), and different 
target populations (mixed, separated by gender, with criminal records, with health prob-
lems, by age, first reception centers for migrant minors, etc.). 

Centers for the protection of minors serve as institutions that temporarily assume the 
care and education of children. However, concerns regarding centers for children have 
been widely reported by the professionals interviewed (N = 13 respondents). According 
to the interviewees, they pose a risk to the children themselves as they do not have effec-
tive systems of protection against exploitation and trafficking. In particular, the risks as-
sociated with open centers are explained by the possibility of minors or adolescents leav-
ing the center to go to school or to enjoy leisure time. Sometimes “runaways” occur, where 
children disappear for a while from the center and return with money or goods (especially 
cell phones, shoes, clothes) or with sexual-reproductive health problems. Thus, when 
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children leave the centers, they are especially vulnerable to recruitment or abuse by traf-
fickers and adults. In the interviews, instances of both prostitution of minors and cases 
involving formally identified victims of trafficking have been reported. The following 
quote illustrates recruitment through an emotional relationship with the minor. They act 
as if they have a relationship with the girls, and the girls introduce them as their boy-
friends 

A lot of situations of people who approach them on the street, right at the doors 
of the residential center, who introduce themselves. Also, maybe young people 
who introduce themselves as, “I want to be your boyfriend”.  
Another situation detected within the centers for minors is, according to three of the 

interviewees, the lack of professionals with sufficient training to protect or detect possible 
victims of trafficking in minors. In a similar vein, the participants observed that various 
factors, such as a deficiency in vocational commitment, precarious employment circum-
stances, inadequate remuneration, elevated staff turnover rates, and the necessity to en-
gage in multiple jobs, impede the formation of intimate and safeguarding relationships 
with minors. Furthermore, the ratios of staff to children within the facilities are markedly 
higher than optimal, which, in conjunction with unstable working environments and the 
multifaceted challenges presented by the youth—issues for which the personnel received 
insufficient training—intensifies the obstacles to effective professional intervention. Ac-
cording to some participants, the relationship of trust between minors and workers in the 
centers is fundamental for them to feel safe from possible risks or situations of abuse, ex-
ploitation, and trafficking. However, the work in some centers for minors is often more 
focused on maintaining order among the children rather than identifying needs and vul-
nerabilities and trying to create a bond with them. Unfortunately, centers for minors un-
der state guardianship are often no longer always safe spaces for protection against ex-
ploitation. 

“(…) I have zero training for detection, that is, anything other than the kid ex-
plicitly telling it, the team has no training.”  
“There were Moroccan girls in a protection center in Hortaleza, who had to be 
taken out, because they were being sexually exploited. […] So, the problem with 
children is that if they enter the protection system, we have no security, because 
we have no information of any kind, of what is happening, and if there are pro-
fessionals who can detect” 
Furthermore, some centers even become places where recruitment and exploitation 

occur. Two interviewees expressed concern about cases in which some of the professionals 
in the children’s centers were complicit in the abuse. When these situations occur, trans-
parent communication of the cases within the centers themselves, along with training and 
awareness for the rest of the staff, as measures to prevent future cases, becomes funda-
mental. 

“But the cases of trafficking or attempted… the beginnings, have been by edu-
cational personnel and by security personnel. And when cases have arisen, or at 
least as a worker, as we have experienced it, there has not even been communi-
cation. […] the management has not formally explained it to us, nor have they 
worked to, well, systematize it a bit, to see if these cases would become more or 
to see how to prevent them from occurring in the future”.  
In addition, some interviewees explained their concern about the intersectionality 

between vulnerability, trafficking, and drugs. On the one hand, drug abuse or dependence 
can be a vulnerability factor for being recruited by sex or labor trafficking networks. On 
the other hand, traffickers retain and exploit children for the sale of drugs. Finally, one of 
the interviewees commented that in her center for minors, attention to drug use and de-
pendency problems is inadequate, increasing the vulnerability of many of these children. 
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“As they were minors sheltered in the centers for minors, they did enter into 
these networks. And what you always see is the most striking part. In many 
cases they also had to do with issues related to drug use, in minors.”  
“We are finding minors who come with their father and mother, who ask for 
asylum, but they have been captured in their country of origin to exploit the 
mother, the father, who often finds himself packing marijuana or hashish in 
plantations in Spain”  
“They all come with substance abuse problems. It is true that for the first five 
weeks they do not leave the center to prevent them from consuming, but there 
is really no follow-up or treatment as there should be. In other centers, every 
time they leave, they are tested for toxics to see if they have consumed or not. 
And in my center at least there is a total abandonment, apart from the fact that 
they are not treated at a therapeutic level, but the easy way is to give them a pill 
to keep them calm”  
The previous testimony highlights how a focus on managing behavior in the center 

prevails rather than professional intervention in response to the children’s vulnerability. 
In addition, most of the centers for minors are large, with a high number of places, and in 
some of them, control of behavior prevails over other priorities, with more individualized 
attention lacking. For this reason, one of the interviewees advocates for small residential 
centers for minors where there can be a closer and more familiar relationship between 
children and workers. In addition, another interviewee also mentions that it would be 
important to change the view of order and control of the rebelliousness of minors for one 
that detects vulnerability and needs. 

“It is very difficult to see a rebellious girl, a rebellious teenager who has put on 
I don’t know how many tattoos and defies you, and who runs away, how not to 
see her as a rebellious teenager who needs to be brought under control, right? 
And how to go beyond that and see that need for affection, that trauma she has, 
those nightmares she has at night” In relation to minors, considerable apprehen-
sion has been articulated regarding the inadequate safeguards encountered by 
individuals under guardianship upon reaching the age of majority. Upon attain-
ing the age of 18, numerous individuals find themselves deprived of access to 
residential accommodations and childcare facilities, thereby heightening their 
susceptibility to recruitment by adults or trafficking organizations that aim to 
exploit their precarious circumstances. The deficiency of housing alternatives for 
former minors under state guardianship constrains their housing prospects, 
leading some to face homelessness. At least four interview participants ex-
pressed concern about the susceptibility of these minors as they near the age of 
majority, particularly in terms of the heightened risk of being targeted by traf-
ficking networks. In this regard, one interviewee from Catalonia underscored 
the necessity for the establishment of mentoring initiatives to aid these individ-
uals during both their childhood and the formative years of their youth, subse-
quent to their attainment of legal adulthood. 
“We were surprised by last year’s data on Spanish women and the cause was 
girls who were institutionalized in residential childcare, who had already begun 
prostitution there, and once they left, that is, close to the age of 18, at 18 years of 
age, they were already out of the residential childcare, they were captured by a 
trafficking network. Last year there were two Spanish minors who were victims 
of trafficking” 
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3.2. Procedures and Vulnerability at the Southern Spanish Border: The Increased Risk Faced by 
Children at Europe’s Entry Point 

A great number of concerns have been detected in the south of Spain (including 
North Africa), where the autonomous Spanish cities of Ceuta and Melilla share the only 
European land border with the African continent. Other territories, such as the Canary 
Islands, Algeciras, and Almeria, are also crucial places in the transit of migrant minors. At 
least four interviewees mentioned that once they enter the European Union as a place of 
transit, it is very difficult for the practitioners to detect child trafficking victims who pass 
through southern Europe in Spanish territory. Children who arrive at the border entrance 
of the Canary Islands, Melilla, or Ceuta frequently want to continue their migratory jour-
ney to the peninsula and, therefore, do not seek protection in the cities of first entry, which 
complicates the detection by organizations and public bodies. This is also explained by 
the limited resources available in these territories to cover the basic transit needs of the 
thousands of migrants who pass through: 

“You know that there are many cases, especially of labor trafficking in minors, 
almost all of whom come from Ceuta and Melilla. But it is not so easy to detect, 
because of the situation in which they are in transit.”  
“only ridiculously obvious cases were identified (as trafficking). But it is true 
that neither the staff was informed, nor, above all, the point of view of what was 
a priority was there. In other words, the point of view of what was a priority was 
that people had clothes, food and that they were not hitting each other, because 
the situation was very tense.”  
In addition to the existing collapse at the southern border, at least three of the inter-

viewees were concerned about migrant boys in street situations. Children and young mi-
grant minors on the street are in extremely vulnerable situations, frequently without adult 
guardians to watch over their protection. The trafficking networks take advantage of the 
socio-economic vulnerabilities and lack of protection of these minors, including a lack of 
decent housing and substantive opportunities, to recruit and exploit them. 

“In Algeciras, for example, we have a very well identified trafficking network. It 
is a network that extorts children to commit petty theft, robbery and so on. Then 
they get them hooked on drugs so that they then commit these thefts, or even 
murders, we have even detected some of them. In other words, they have them 
quite extorted. And of course, they are children who arrive here as minors, who 
leave the protection system, because they already have a level of consumption that 
makes it very difficult for them to adhere to the rules of the protection systems.”  
“But when you enter a street situation: because you leave the center because they 
treat you badly, because you are 14 years old. And the legal way or the ordinary 
way to leave Ceuta within the system of centers is to wait another 5 years.”  
According to one of the interviewees, the police at the border were, in many cases, 

more concerned with crime control than with identifying possible cases of trafficking for 
labor exploitation. This limited action to protect and detect trafficking situations for labor 
purposes does not occur as much when there is a risk of trafficking for the purpose of 
sexual exploitation. 

“Trafficking for the purpose of illicit labor, mainly in retail, was not followed, it 
was known and all the, and many of those kids had police records because they 
had been caught, it was known that they consumed, it was known that they had 
economic resources that did not match their situation. But there, at least the ex-
clusive treatment that I saw, both by the area of minors and by the police, was 
simply limited to their criminal role because of their retail work, but it did not 
go beyond that”.  
Another concern was raised by at least five of the interviewees, who observed that 

DNA tests performed on accompanied minors often involved very long wait times to 
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receive the results. These tests help Spanish authorities determine whether there is a blood 
link between the minor and the adult with whom they are traveling. DNA tests might help 
decide whether the adult is lying about the relationship with the child. This process can 
help detect situations in which a person connected to the traffickers is traveling with the 
children to control them. The interviewees commented on cases of missing children, 
where DNA testing took a long time and where they were accompanied by an adult who 
was not a family member. On the contrary, there is a lack of regulation of situations where 
minors, despite not traveling with immediate family members, are being protected with 
consent by other adult friends or extended family ties. There are still some cases of sepa-
ration between children and their reference adults who cannot prove that they are their 
parents during DNA testing. 

“With negative DNA and… Women who have come with a minor saying that 
their child. It comes out DNA negative, it’s confirmed that it’s not their child, 
and when the child has already been taken, it’s already gone. The DNA thing is 
a drama.”  
“children arriving with people who were not their relatives were separated be-
cause they could be victims of trafficking. But that they were realizing that, per-
haps, of course, it was a joint migratory project accepted by the family of origin.”  
In addition to determining family ties, concerns have been raised about the actual 

age of the children. Tests are carried out to determine the age of migrants or refugees, and 
when they are detected as being children, special procedures are undertaken to protect 
them. However, at least six interviewees commented on the difficulty of determining the 
age of migrant and refugee minors, which has an impact on the detection of possible child 
trafficking victims. At entry points of minors into Spain, the interviewees commented that 
it is difficult to establish protection procedures such as age determination, where cases of 
failures, long waits, lack of documentation, testimonies of minors pretending to be adults, 
or children´s disappearance are reported. As an example of good practice, one participant 
from Catalonia highlighted that first, the minor is taken into guardianship, and then the 
age determination test is carried out instead of the other way around. The respondent 
pointed out that guardianship was extinguished if children were of age, which is a prob-
lem, as the veracity of age determination tests/evidence is questioned. 

“There were boys and girls who were in the system for 4 months, 5 months, well 
cared for, but without being able to determine whether they were adults or mi-
nors. Therefore, they were not under guardianship, they were in a somewhat 
strange situation. Now it is the other way around, now at the first moment they 
come into contact with the administration, they are under guardianship. And then 
the guardianship is not effective, if after knowing their age, they are of legal age”. 

3.3. Stereotyping or Lack of Visibility 
During the interviews, biases, stereotypes, and an invisibility of certain realities re-

lated to child trafficking were detected. Applying a gender perspective to this crime is 
fundamental to understanding the specific needs of boys and girls. As mentioned above, 
three of the interviewees mentioned how vulnerability due to the street situation affects 
boys more and exposes them to being captured by trafficking networks for various pur-
poses such as sexual, drug trafficking, or criminal activities. At least five interviewees men-
tioned how gender biases towards boys make them more vulnerable to not being identi-
fied, detected as victims, and, consequently, not protected as such. In addition, fewer pro-
tection and residential alternatives and resources are mentioned for boys than girl victims: 

“For example, in terms of funding for programs to care for victims of trafficking, 
there is enough money, which is never enough, but there is enough money for 
lines of action for women and girls who are victims of trafficking and there are 
no specific lines for men.”  
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“Girls are more protected, that is very evident. For boys there are no specialized 
resources for trafficking issues. That is, they are not seen as victims of exploita-
tion, because also a little bit because of what I said, because maybe they are boys 
who are on the street, many times, who are understood as prostituting them-
selves because they want to, so there is not as much protective gaze as there is 
for girls.”  
In addition to the previous testimony, another bias that concerns the interviewees is 

that of foreign nationality. At least three interviewees commented that there is a national-
ity bias that makes it more difficult to identify Spanish victims of trafficking than foreign 
victims. The imagined victim is thought to be a foreign woman entering a country without 
documentation or residency rights. This image reinforces a stereotype that leads police 
and organizations to profile potential victims while ignoring the reality that victims come 
in many forms. This makes internal trafficking, in some cases, more difficult to detect than 
trafficking that crosses international borders. Although they do not consider that there are 
many cases, it is relevant to be able to identify them. 

“But in trafficking there is a clear foreign bias. That is to say, people only identify 
trafficking when it is a person who has come from abroad. In other words, in-
ternal trafficking costs us a lot.”  
At least three interviewees commented on their concern about the lack of visibility of 

types of trafficking other than sexual. In particular, respondents noted limited training 
and lack of resources about trafficking for other purposes, as well as limited detection of 
cases of child trafficking for such objectives as labor, begging, forced marriages, or other 
criminal activities. 

“One of the cases we have now in the center, a 12-year-old girl who was already 
living as a schoolgirl, all day long, but when she arrived home, she was exposed 
to a 45-year-old man. Well, it exists, it has existed, and in the 3 years that we 
have had the center open, we have seen it”. 
“…they end up being convicted, one after another, and what they are is that they 
are exploited for begging, and nobody has the trafficking glasses on.”  
At least two of the interviewees mentioned that trafficking is frequently believed to 

occur through large networks, ignoring the reality that it also occurs by individuals and 
small groups. The participants advocate for making visible other, more diverse concep-
tions of traffickers, not only criminal groups and organizations but also individual adults 
who take advantage of the children’s vulnerability. Some trafficking cases are more re-
lated to opportunistic child exploitation than to a series of premeditated decisions to re-
cruit from the countries of origin. For this reason, most of the participants, whether public 
or private, have tried to go deeper into the detection of vulnerabilities to improve child 
protection. 

“And this, for example, happens, at the network level, sure, but at a very indi-
vidual level in Ceuta and Melilla.”  
“They don’t come as much as with the trafficking network from the country of 
origin, but the situation of extreme vulnerability in which they find themselves 
here is what leads them to get into trafficking networks.”  
Based on stereotypes and prejudices about trafficking victims, at least five interview-

ees reported concerns about the lack of resources for both accompanied and unaccompa-
nied child victims. The first situation concerning the lack of resources involves minors 
who travel with their parents and who are victims of trafficking. There are not always 
entities with places for accompanied minors. The second situation involves child victims 
who are alone and who would automatically be transferred to the child protection service 
of the region in which they are located. In cases of child trafficking alone, it is more com-
plicated to find specialized resources and centers. 
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“Yes, as long as they are accompanied by their parents, or by a relative, who, if 
they cannot prove an affiliation, we initiate foster care. That is, what we don’t 
foster, we can’t, because we don’t have room, is to foster minors who are alone. 
Then those minors go to child protection.”  
“when a woman with children comes to us, we have a hard time finding a re-
source for her. Almost all the resources are for single women.”  

4. Discussion 
Living in an environment free of violence is a right that all children have (UN 1989). 

However, data on the exploitation and trafficking of minors shows that it continues to 
impact millions of children (UNODC 2023). In Spain, a significant number of children de-
tected as possible trafficking victims for sexual exploitation are foreigners unaccompanied 
by their parents or legal guardians, and yet there is no real framework for action, nor are 
there people with specific training to detect child victims, nor sufficient specialized re-
sources for victims in Spain, Italy, Portugal and Germany (Espuny Cugat and Villacampa 
Estiarte 2023). 

Despite the advancements in enhancing the protection of minors and the low number 
of officially identified child victims in Spain (CITCO 2023), concerns are reported by pro-
fessionals in our sample about the risks of child trafficking in Spain in three aspects: resi-
dential centers as recruitment sites for child trafficking victims; unique challenges as the 
southern gateway to Europe from the African continent; prevailing stereotypes about 
child trafficking that obscure the visibility of many children. This is extremely important 
as respondents criticized the lack of adequate guidance from governments to institutions 
offering support as a specific global action. In line with our results, GRETA’s 2023 report 
to Spain highlights concerns about (1) recruitment risks for minors under state guardian-
ship, (2) difficulties in the identification of child trafficking at the southern border, and (3) 
lack of resources for minor victims, especially boys. 

4.1. Concerns of Child Trafficking in the Context of Residential Care 
Residential care centers for minors have a fundamental role to play in preventing 

different forms of abuse, exploitation, and trafficking, especially when children exhibit 
behavior characterized by recurrent runaways or unauthorized departures. Despite pro-
tocols to prevent and combat these situations at the national level, some of the interview-
ees remain concerned about the lack of protection in the centers, the insufficient working 
conditions of the staff employed in residential childcare, the lack of training to detect traf-
ficking and the lack of confidence between employees and children to report abuse. There 
are described cases where children have been recruited inside of children’s centers in sev-
eral European countries (Lumos 2020), a shocking revelation considering that these cen-
ters are meant to provide protection to these children, not harm them. To combat this 
phenomenon, Lumos recommends relying more on family care than residential care, rec-
ognizing “orphanage trafficking” as a wider form of exploitation of children in institu-
tions, training on trafficking detection for staff working in these centers, and raising 
awareness of the risks of trafficking or exploitation amongst children in these centers. 

Pereda et al. (2021) pointed out that a third of children in residential care need more 
information about commercial sexual exploitation, the risks of running away, and better 
communication with center workers, in line with our results. Frequent causes of vulnera-
bility leading to exploitation include fear of homelessness, desire for money or goods, and 
substance use. Among some of the major concerns of our interviewees were the connec-
tions between vulnerability, drugs, and trafficking, with drugs being an element of vul-
nerability for recruitment or exploitation purposes. It is important to improve resources 
for minors with substance abuse and mental health care in residential childcare. 

Furthermore, official records on official complaints in Spain confirm that every year, 
more than a hundred foreign children, 70% of whom are close to the age of adulthood, 
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disappear from residential care (Ministry of the Interior 2023). GRETA (2023) also high-
lighted the specific vulnerability of migrant boys close to 18, in the same vein as some inter-
viewees. The disappearance of children has been reported as well in other countries, such 
as the United Kingdom, where their protection and safety against abuse, exploitation, or 
trafficking is not known once they disappear from the centers (Sidebottom et al. 2019). 

In response to similar vulnerabilities, Spain has implemented some changes to pro-
tect at-risk minors. One of the big changes in the last years in Spain was the integration of 
foreign minors close to the age of majority into the Spanish labor market with the reform 
of 2021 (BOE 2021). The purpose is to mitigate many of the risks discussed above by inte-
grating them into the workforce and strengthening their livelihoods. Official data from 
Spain’s Permanent Observatory of Migration (OPI: Observatorio Permanente de la Inmi-
gración) confirms that foreign minors under guardianship in Spain are increasingly ac-
cessing formal employment, demonstrating this law’s effectiveness in helping to 
strengthen economic possibilities and target some of the factors contributing to their vul-
nerability. It would be important to research the advantages -such as the reduction of eco-
nomic need—as well as disadvantages—such as the risks of abuse and exploitation-gen-
erated by the reform of Royal Decree 903/2021 (BOE 2021) to facilitate the labor inclusion 
of foreign minors close to the age of majority. 

In line with our results, GRETA (2023) also identified several other good practices in 
some Spanish regions that, if implemented more broadly, could help to remedy some of 
these difficulties in child protection. For example, there are instances involving the use of 
smaller centers with closer environments and more family-like situations, improving the 
working conditions of staff, improving intervention with minors who have mental health 
problems or with foreign unaccompanied children, avoiding large regional differences in 
the care of minors, improving detection and intervention with victims of trafficking within 
the minors’ centers (UNICEF 2017). A more proactive governmental role, supported by 
adequate resources and policies, is essential for mitigating the risks of child trafficking 
and ensuring the protection of the most vulnerable populations. 

4.2. Concerns of Child Trafficking in the Context of Southern Europe and Spain 
One of the major concerns that has been reported is related to the transit and crossing 

point situation of the Spanish and European southern border. Spain is the only European 
country that has a land border with Africa, making it a key transit point for migration and 
trafficking. Participants were also worried that the police prioritize control and order over 
detecting trafficking among vulnerable migrant children, particularly in cases of home-
lessness and illicit economic activities. Furthermore, the emergency, lack of resources, and 
a large number of arrivals mean that there are many problems with the identification of 
trafficking victims, in line with previous publications (GRETA 2023). In this sense, inter-
national arrivals should have targeted protocols to identify potential trafficking situations 
and sexual violence (Jiménez-Lasserrotte et al. 2020), not only for undocumented female 
immigrants arriving in Spain by small boats but for many vulnerable people. 

There are significant concerns about the identification of possible minor victims ac-
cessing European territory through Spain and accompanied by an adult claiming to be 
their family (González 2014). Therefore, DNA testing is a mechanism to detect situations 
of minors traveling with adults who claim to be family but who are actually traffickers or 
facilitators of trafficking. Amongst the most worrying results from the interviewees is ev-
idence of the separation of minors after DNA testing identifying that they are not traveling 
with family. The authorities fail to consider that the adult may be a caregiver who has 
arranged with the children’s families in the country of origin to escort them to Spain 
(UNICEF 2019). 

Regarding the age assessment procedures, participants highlighted the difficulties in 
the identification of child victims at the Spanish border, including test failures, long waits, 
lack of documentation, children pretending to be adults and disappearances. These find-
ings illustrate how the government’s inadequate response to creating effective policy 
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frameworks and ensuring their implementation has exacerbated the vulnerabilities of at-
risk children. A good practice from Catalonia involves taking the minor into guardianship 
before conducting the age determination test. In addition, GRETA’s (2023) concerns about 
age determination were related to the importance of prioritizing the child’s best interests, 
as well as comprehensive assessment should not solely depend on medical examinations 
but consider the child’s overall physical and psychological development. 

4.3. Concerns of Bias and Stereotypes about Child Trafficking 
Despite the difficulties of detecting child trafficking, this reality is even more invisible 

and hidden in the case of male minors, who are affected by masculinity stereotypes 
(UNICEF 2020). Understanding gender perspectives is essential to address the specific 
needs of these particularly hidden male child victims. Gender biases result in girls being 
more frequently detected and protected as victims, while boys are often perceived as “re-
bels” who must be criminally punished (Cockbain and Brayley 2012; Breuil 2021). Studies 
from the USA highlight a focus on law and order, emphasizing punishment over protec-
tion for children trafficked involved in forced criminality (Soltis and Taylor Diaz 2021). 

The foreigner bias has been another of the major findings of our sample, which may 
contribute to a lack of detection of Spanish trafficking victims by the police in charge of 
formally identifying the victims. In general, attention is more often paid to victims of traf-
ficking involving border crossing because of the special vulnerability involved in docu-
mentation and administrative procedures, thereby ignoring victims of domestic traffick-
ing (UNODC 2023). Some research in the United Kingdom points to the difficulty of de-
tecting and conceptualizing human trafficking for domestic rather than foreign minors 
(Brayley and Cockbain 2014; Heys et al. 2022). 

Additionally, participants expressed concerns about the bias of trafficking networks, 
which exist in some sectors of society. There are stereotypes of large criminal networks 
composed exclusively of men (Chacón 2010) who use physical force to recruit and control 
victims and that traffickers are always strangers to their victims. Similarly, a few inter-
viewees highlighted the need to recognize the different types of traffickers, whether they 
are individual opportunists or part of large criminal organizations, in order to avoid prej-
udices that hinder the identification of trafficking situations. 

The propagation of stereotypical and simplified images, such as the bias of sex traffick-
ing and prostitution and what constitutes a trafficking victim, can impair the identification 
of other victims who do not fit that image, as has been documented in several studies in 
different European countries (Saiz-Echezarreta et al. 2018; Wilson and O’Brien 2016). Ste-
reotypes about the image and characteristics of the imagined victim, together with the 
lack of visibility of trafficking for purposes other than exclusively sexual in the case of 
minors and adults, derive from the lack of real knowledge of the magnitude of the phe-
nomenon. The efforts by Spain to combat trafficking illustrate this point. The Spanish gov-
ernment has been unable to prevent the perpetuation of stereotypes surrounding human 
trafficking, particularly due to its lack of economic and political initiatives to protect less 
visible minors who do not fit the conventional image of trafficking victims. 

5. Conclusions 
In conclusion, the evidence from the interviews conducted demonstrates a number 

of important policy changes that need to be implemented to better protect the best interests 
of children in Spain. The findings and evidence suggest that there is a lack of political initi-
atives and economic resources dedicated to protecting less visible victims; this involves chil-
dren. Broadly speaking, it is necessary to invest in improving the detection and protection 
of vulnerable children, especially in centers for minors or in places of entry into European 
territory, as well as improve coordination amongst the different regions of Spain. 

In doing so, it is important to: (i) allocate specialized residential resources for minors 
who are victims of trafficking, both when they are alone and when they have a parent in 
their care; (ii) invest in smaller and more familiar residential resources to improve the 
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proximity and child protection; (iii) provide support for more permanent mentoring pro-
grams between workers and minors during the process both as minors and at the first 
moment of their majority or when they are no longer under the guardianship of the state; 
(iv) improve the working conditions and make compulsory specific training about traf-
ficking and exploitation for professionals who will have contact with possible vulnerable 
children, especially in residential homes; (v) develop an awareness campaign and specific 
training amongst professionals to reduce the use of stereotypes and biases; (vi) create a 
committee amongst the autonomous communities that shares best practices and meeting 
annually to discuss innovations in fighting trafficking as well as challenges faced; (vii) use 
online platforms commonly used by children to develop campaigns aimed at informing 
them of the dangers of exploitation, trafficking, substance abuse and runaways. 

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, C.E.V. and O.G.-V.; methodology, C.E.V. and O.G.-V.; 
validation, C.E.V. and A.D.; formal analysis, O.G.-V. and R.V.M.; investigation, C.E.V., A.D., R.V.M. 
and O.G.-V.; resources, C.E.V.; data curation, C.E.V. and R.V.M.; writing—original draft preparation, 
O.G.-V., R.V.M.; writing—review and editing, O.G.-V., C.E.V., A.D., R.V.M.; supervision, C.E.V., 
A.D.; project administration, C.E.V.; funding acquisition, C.E.V., A.D. and O.G.-V. All authors have 
read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript 

Funding: The authors would like to thank Porticus for the financial and logistical support to carry 
out this study. 

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Uni-
versidad Pontificia Comillas in accordance with international protocols with the approval Code 
35/22-23 on 27 March 2023. 

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study. 

Data Availability Statement: The datasets presented in this article are not available due to privacy, 
legal, or ethical reasons, as they are part of an ongoing study. Requests to access the datasets should 
be directed to cestrada@comillas.edu. 

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflicts of interest. 

References 
BOE. 2015. Law 26/2015, of July 28, 2015, on the Modification of the System for the Protection of Children and Adolescents. BOE, No. 180, of 

July 29, 2015. Madrid: BOE, pp. 64544–613. 
BOE. 2021. Royal Decree 903/2021. “BOE” no. 251, October 20, 2021. Madrid: Ministry of the Presidency, Relations with the Courts and 

Democratic Memory, pp. 127708–719. 
Brayley, Helen, and Ella Cockbain. 2014. British children can be trafficked too: Towards an inclusive definition of internal child sex 

trafficking. Child Abuse Review 23: 171–84. 
Breuil, Brenda Oude. 2021. ‘Little Rascals’ or Not-So-Ideal Victims: Dealing with minors trafficked for exploitation in criminal activ-

ities in the Netherlands. Anti-Trafficking Review 16: 86–103. 
Chacón, Jennifer M. 2010. Tensions and trade-offs: Protecting trafficking victims in the era of immigration enforcement. Immigration 

and Nationality Law Review 31: 277. 
Cockbain, Ella, and Helen Brayley. 2012. Child sexual exploitation and youth offending: A research note. European Journal of Crimi-

nology 9: 689–700. https://doi.org/10.1177/1477370812453401. 
CITCO. 2023. Trafficking and Exploitation of Human Beings in Spain. Statistical Balance 2019–2023. Available online: https://www.in-

terior.gob.es/opencms/export/sites/default/.galleries/galeria-de-prensa/documentos-y-multimedia/balances-e-in-
formes/2023/BALANCE-ESTADISTICO-TSH-2019-2023.pdf (accessed on 17 October 2024). 

Espuny Cugat, Rubén, and Carolina Villacampa Estiarte. 2023. The care of unaccompanied foreign minors victims of trafficking in 
Spain from a comparative perspective. Anales de Derecho 40: 1–34. https://doi.org/10.6018/analesderecho.522551. 

Franchino-Olsen, Hannabeth. 2021. Vulnerabilities relevant for commercial sexual exploitation of children/domestic minor sex traf-
ficking: A systematic review of risk factors. Trauma, Violence, & Abuse 22: 99–111. 

González, Carmen Pérez. 2014. La protección de los menores víctimas de la trata de seres humanos: Algunas precisiones en torno al 
principio de diligencia debida. Lex-Revista de la Facultad de Derecho y Ciencias Políticas 12: 69–88. 

GRETA. 2023. Third Evaluation Round. Available online: https://rm.coe.int/greta-evaluation-report-on-spain-3rd-evaluation-round-
greta-2023-10-ac/1680ab8d0f (accessed on 17 October 2024). 

Heys, Alicia, Craig Barlow, Carole Murphy, and Amy McKee. 2022. A review of modern slavery in Britain: Understanding the unique 
experience of British victims and why it matters. Journal of Victimology and Victim Justice 5: 54–70. 



Soc. Sci. 2024, 13, 566 14 of 14 
 

 

Jiménez-Lasserrotte, María del Mar, Esperanza López-Domene, José Manuel Hernández-Padilla, Cayetano Fernández-Sola, Isabel 
María Fernández-Medina, Karim El Marbouhe El Faqyr, Iria Dobarrio-Sanz, and José Granero-Molina. 2020. Understanding 
Violence against Women Irregular Migrants Who Arrive in Spain in Small Boats. Healthcare 8: 299. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/healthcare8030299. 

López Peregrín, Carmen. 2023. Algunas cuestiones problemáticas que plantea la aplicación del delito de trata para la explotación 
sexual cuando la víctima es menor de edad. Revista Electrónica de Ciencia Penal y Criminología 25–11: 1–44. http://crimi-
net.ugr.es/recpc/25/recpc25-11.pdf. 

Lumos. 2020. Cracks in the system: Child trafficking in the context of institutional care in Europe. Available online: https://lumos.con-
tentfiles.net/media/documents/document/2020/06/Lumos_Cracks_in_the_system_Report_Web_vlAIrpq.pdf (accessed on 17 
October 2024). 

Ministry of the Interior. 2023. Missing Persons Annual Report 2022. Available online: https://www.interior.gob.es/opencms/pdf/ar-
chivos-y-documentacion/documentacion-y-publicaciones/publicaciones-descargables/publicaciones-periodicas/informe-per-
sonas-desaparecidas/Informe_anual_Personas_desaparecidas_2023_126200071.pdf (accessed on 17 October 2024). 

Pereda, Noemí, Marta Codina, and Bárbara Kanter. 2021. Explotación sexual comercial infantil y adolescente: Una aproximación a la 
situación en España. Papeles del Psicólogo 42: 193–99. 
Protocol, P. 2000. Protocol to prevent, suppress and punish trafficking in persons, especially women and children, supplementing 

the United Nations convention against transnational organized crime. Human Rights Instruments, 17. 
Reid, Joan A. 2012. Exploratory review of route-specific, gendered, and age-graded dynamics of exploitation: Applying life course 

theory to victimization in sex trafficking in North America. Aggression and Violent Behavior 17: 257–71. 
Saiz-Echezarreta, Vanesa, Maria-Cruz Alvarado, and Paulina Gomez-Lorenzini. 2018. Advocacy of trafficking campaigns: A contro-

versy story/Incidencia política de las campañas contra la trata: Un relato controvertido. Comunicar 26: 29–38. 
Sidebottom, Aiden, Laura Boulton, Ella Cockbain, Eric Halford, and Jessica Phoenix. 2019. Missing children: Risks, repeats and re-

sponses. Policing and Society 30: 1157–70. 
Soltis, Katherine, and Madeline Taylor Diaz. 2021. Ganged Up On: How the US immigration system penalises and fails to protect 

Central American minors who are trafficked for criminal activity by gangs. Anti-Trafficking Review 16: 104–22. 
UN. 1989. Convention on the Rights of the Child, United Nations, Treaty Series, vol. 1577, p. 3, 20 November. Available online: 

https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/crc.pdf (accessed on 17 October 2024). 
UNICEF. 2019. The Rights of Unaccompanied and Separated Children at Spain’s Southern Border. New York: UNICEF. 
UNICEF. 2020. Research on the Sexual Exploitation of Boys: Findings, Ethical Considerations and Methodological Challenges. New York: 

UNICEF. 
UNICEF. 2017. Son niños y niñas, son víctimas. Available online: https://www.unicef.es/sites/unicef.es/files/comunicacion/ninos-vic-

timas.pdf (accessed on 17 October 2024). 
UNODC. 2023. Global Report on Trafficking in Persons 2022. Vienna: UNODC. 
Wilson, Michael, and Erin O’Brien. 2016. Constructing the ideal victim in the United States of America’s annual trafficking in persons 

reports. Crime, Law and Social Change 65: 29–45. 

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual au-
thor(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to 
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content. 


	1. Introduction
	2. Materials and Methods
	3. Results
	3.1. Risks Encountered within the Residential Childcare in Spain
	3.2. Procedures and Vulnerability at the Southern Spanish Border: The Increased Risk Faced by Children at Europe’s Entry Point
	3.3. Stereotyping or Lack of Visibility

	4. Discussion
	4.1. Concerns of Child Trafficking in the Context of Residential Care
	4.2. Concerns of Child Trafficking in the Context of Southern Europe and Spain
	4.3. Concerns of Bias and Stereotypes about Child Trafficking

	5. Conclusions
	References

