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This photo pamphlet is an initiative by CoMensha, which is the national
coordination centre against human trafficking in the Netherlands that
works to improve the lives of victims of human trafficking. This year
marks CoMensha’s 30th anniversary. Considering the fact that trafficking
still exists – in the Netherlands – that’s not something to celebrate.
But because the issue of human trafficking in the Netherlands is
woefully underestimated, we decided to mark the occasion with a
series of activities centring around the victims of human trafficking
and their interests.
One of the activities is a campaign to raise awareness, which includes this
publication and a travelling exhibition featuring 30 portraits and stories
of victims: 30 poignant portraits that personify how human trafficking
is happening right under our eyes. The exhibition makes the gravity and
diversity of human trafficking in the Netherlands visible in the public
space. Our purpose with this is to gain recognition and acknowledgement
among the Dutch public. By giving these people a voice, we put a face to
the issue of human trafficking. Men and especially women and children
are victims of trafficking, including in the Netherlands.
Applying the utmost care and attention, CoMensha, together with
the Open Mind foundation, found 30 people who were willing to tell
their stories and allow a look into their eyes. These are 30 people
whose trust and faith got them trapped into slavery, now sharing their
moving stories. Stories of being forced into prostitution, of being
forced into crime, of being subjected to harrowing types of threats
and violence, about unrelenting cruelty, about rape resulting in pregnancy,
and about not wanting to go on anymore. These are 30 compelling and
courageous individuals crossing the barriers of fear and shame to claim
recognition, both for themselves as human beings and for the issue
of human trafficking.
Be moved! We hope this publication will open your eyes to the urgency
of this issue and to the rights and interests of the people who found
themselves trapped in the predicament that is human trafficking.
It is closer to you than you think.

Open your eyes!

#OpenYourEyes
CoMensha’s emergency helpline can be reached 24/7 on +31(0)33 448 11 86
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DEFINITION OF
HUMAN TRAFFICKING

PREFACE

Dutch law (article 273, paragraph f of the Netherlands’ criminal code)
defines human trafficking as the forceful – in the broadest sense of the
word – recruitment, transportation, transfer, receipt or harbouring of a
person for the purpose of his or her exploitation. This legislation has its
foundation in international agreements.

Thirty pairs of eyes! Thirty pairs of piercing eyes, reflecting the dark
world of human trafficking, for you to look into. An astonishing world
of inconceivable hurt, often featuring extreme violence. A world of deceit
and exploitation, of abusing the vulnerable, and of forcing people to act
in ways they don’t want. Yes, it occurs in the Netherlands as well.

Exploitation, or the intent to exploit, is what lies at the core of human
trafficking. This can be sexual exploitation, for instance by forcing
someone to work in prostitution, but can also mean exploitation in other
economic sectors, such as agriculture, temporary agency work, hospitality,
and so on, whereby working conditions and terms of employment are so
poor, they infringe on people’s human rights. Forceful recruitment and
transportation of another person for the purpose of organ removal is also
considered human trafficking. Other types of human trafficking include
forcing people to beg or to commit crime; in the case of minors,
it is considered human trafficking even in the absence of force.

Thirty stories! Thirty harrowing stories of women, men, boys and girls.
True stories of real, modern-day victims. Many of them are currently still
living in safe and protected shelters. They want you to know! They want
you to know human trafficking takes place in the Netherlands and they
want you to know about the hurt and suffering it causes. What if you were
the one forced to work in prostitution, getting raped several times a day,
and falling pregnant with a client’s baby? How would that affect you?
What would having to work in a hot restaurant kitchen for twenty hours
a day, seven days a week, without pay, without a home or a place to sleep,
do to you? How would you handle being a lesbian woman fleeing your own
country, thinking you’d be safe in the Netherlands, only to find yourself
subjected to severe beatings and forced into sex with men for years on
end? How would you feel if your family didn’t want you back because they
thought you were a criminal, when in fact you were forced into dealing
drugs under the threat of death?
And let’s not forget the victims’ children: imagine if you were a child
having to stay home alone in the dark at night, because your mother is
made to work every night; what would seeing her return home covered
in bruises do to you?
These are true stories of things that are happening in the Netherlands.
They are happening right under your eyes, without you noticing. All thirty
of them are compelling, courageous individuals, here to tell you their
stories. People like you and me, women, men, boys and girls. People who
held rather different expectations for the future when they got trapped
in human trafficking. People with dreams. They’ve had the courage to tell
their stories. For you to know!
The number of portraits – thirty – was chosen to mark CoMensha’s 30th
anniversary. In 2015 we recorded 1321 (possible) victims. But there are
many more. There will be victims who are as yet invisible. The stories
never cease to move me deeply. We need to prevent this injustice! My
drive is to stand up for victims of human trafficking, to put a face to them,
and to give them a voice. Everyone who has worked on this campaign –
CoMensha colleagues, Open Mind colleagues, and everyone else involved
– shares this drive. There is no getting around the issue anymore!
Open your eyes!
Ina Hut — Managing Director, CoMensha
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Caught up
When I was little I was sort of depressed and feeling lonely.
Then, when I was 12, a friend’s older sister introduced me to
a girl who was slightly older, about 17, and I became friends
with her. That’s how it started for me. She invited me to join
her into town one day. Next, I was taken into this rough area
of town and sexually assaulted for the first time. She was
kind of pleased with that. So things moved on from there.
I was made to sleep with men for money and that money
would then end up with her. This went on for nearly a year.
At some point my stepdad caught wind of what was going
on. I wasn’t doing well. I was always under the influence of
drugs or alcohol and survived from day to day. I would sleep
in a stairwell or stay the night with a man. Sometimes I
might stay over at hers. My parents thought I just didn’t give
a shit about them at first. Nothing could have been further
from the truth.

When I was put into youth care for kids with behavioural
issues, I told my stepdad everything. He then started
following me and got me out. The police got involved and I
was taken to a shelter. I’ve been here eleven months now and
I’m doing well. Soon I’ll be moving back in with my parents
and able to rebuild my social life again.
The older girl I got to know, who dragged me into this misery,
was very sweet to begin with. I felt she had my back and that
felt great at the time. But once I was under her control she
started abusing and assaulting me. And I know for sure that
I wasn’t the only one. She was nicked but she’s already out
again now. It bothers me they’re letting a predator run free.
Be careful who you hang out with. If anyone tells you that
you must have sex with someone, go straight to your parents
or to the police. Don’t let them scare you, because they’re
usually only words anyway. I’m back into my sports, boxing
again, and back in school, and now I only hang out with
people that make me better, not worse. YASMIN
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My mother passed away when I was little and my brother and I were taken
to live with my dad. Then criminals murdered my dad, and for reasons.
I don’t know a friend of my dad’s took me to the Netherlands. We had no
papers. In 2002 we ended up in a centre for asylum seekers. Year after
year we were moved from one location to the next. It made us crazy.
There was nothing we could do and the future seemed bleak, so I ran
away, leaving my little brother behind.
At a games arcade I was approached by a man, who then took me to
a restaurant. He asked me where I lived. When I told him I had nowhere
to stay at the time, he offered to let me stay at his place for a while.
He seemed really nice.
I was locked up for months, getting abused by many. Until one day the
police came and raided the house. The man had prepared me for this.
I was petrified. A female police officer told me I had a choice. The choice
to stop these people from making any more victims. By telling my story.
I feel great shame, and even greater fear, and yet I’ve chosen to tell my
story. The man has not been on trial yet and I still have nowhere to go.
My country of birth won’t take me back because I have no papers, while
the Netherlands sees no reason to let me stay either. So for now I am
safe, but when will I find peace? VU
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In
my
arms
I lived alone with my young son and worked in
a clothes shop. I took him to friends abroad,
where we went for a holiday. Recently divorced,
I needed the break. Once I’d arrived at my
friends’ house, they took my son into another
room and told me I had to go to work as a
prostitute. I refused and told them I would
never do that. But when they threatened that
I would never see my little boy again if I didn’t
cooperate, I had no choice but to give in.
I had a tough childhood. At 19, I was a mum
and living in a shelter. A ‘friend’ there hooked
me up to the perfect guy. He had everything I
could have wished for – good looks, a nice car
– and I was very impressionable.
Head over heels in love, I was even willing
to work in prostitution for him. Not least
because he would break up with me if I didn’t.
I ended up working for him for four years,
first in the east of the country and later in the
west, without ever earning a penny. I never
even asked. He was tough on me and treated
me like a product, but I was happy with every
sweet gesture he made, like picking me up
and dropping me off, babysitting my child,

and on one occasion even helping me with
my house. I hung on for years.
Until he fell in love with someone else.
That was my final straw. Cutting ties with him
was easy, but breaking with prostitution was
not something I could do straight away. I knew
the work, and I knew how to handle myself in
the industry. It became my way to earn some
money towards a new future. That’s worked
out. I’ve even fallen in love again and am
getting married soon. I have managed to turn
my painful experiences into strength, and use
my knowledge and expertise to help others
move on in life. Which feels good.
ABCILON

Changes
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Thankfully they never hurt my little boy, but for
months he did have to stay locked in a small
room. Every night he asked why mummy had
to go out, and I would tell him that I had to go
to work in a restaurant. ‘But why then?
Why can’t you stay here with me?’ My son
became a scared little boy, who wouldn’t be able
to sleep at night until he lay in my arms.
A couple of months later another girl came;
she was also locked into a room. That’s when
it all became too much for me to bear. So one
night my son and I sneaked out of a window
and escaped. We had no idea where to go.
After walking for ages we flagged down a taxi
and I asked for help. The guy had no idea what
I was saying, but with the help of a translation
app on his phone he figured out I needed help.
I couldn’t return home, because my friends
had connections in the area and so I wouldn’t
be safe there. Talking about this is difficult for
me. If I didn’t have my son to live for, I wouldn’t
want to go on. For now we are doing alright,
because we are safe and my son gets to go
to school. JETA

My
home
I was employed by a transport company in the Netherlands, when one
day they told me to go back to my country. There was no work anymore.
I couldn’t provide for my family back home. My children couldn’t go to
school. One day I received a phone call from an Asian man I did not know.
He knew of another Dutch company that wanted to hire me. So I arranged
my paperwork again. My papers had to be sent to the Netherlands via an
Eastern European agency. I would have to wait at home for my permit.
During those months I wasn’t allowed to take on any other work, otherwise
I would get into trouble. No income meant I got into difficulties.
Finally, I could go to the agency to get my permit, but there was no work.
And still no income. Then, three months later, they told me I could work
for the same company in the Netherlands, but it would have to be through
them. I lived in my truck for months. I had no home, no place to sleep.
The truck was my home. And I had no money to send to my family.
What little I earned, I needed to take care of myself. Every month they
found another reason to withhold money from my pay. After six months
I was at the end of my tether. I read somewhere in the media that there
were more guys like me. We got together and filed charges. Now we hope
to be able to earn an honest living so we can take care of our families.
LEO
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Black

Portret

When I was 20, I met a slightly older man through
friends. He seemed to have everything I could wish
for and wanted to give me everything. I came from
a warm family, was well-grounded, looked good and
had a good job; the world was my oyster. We had a
lovely evening so more dates followed. He introduced
me to his parents and I introduced him to mine.
But then one night he blew his fuse. I did something
wrong in his eyes and he slapped me around the club
we were in. His blue eyes went black. Everyone saw it
and no one did anything. There was no longer a way
out. He had me completely in his grip.
He played such clever games with me that, aside
from the moments he was all sweet to me again,
I’d be too afraid of him to leave and would call in sick
for work. I was trapped.

One day he took me into a red light district, to a
madam he knew there. That’s where he told me he
had spent enough on me and it was time for me to
start earning it back. I had only just turned 21 and
suddenly found myself working in a brothel, earning
money — for him. I couldn’t see a way out. No one
realised what was going on and I was too scared to
mention anything to anyone. Besides, I wouldn’t have
known how to tell anyone.

When I was a young girl, I was entered into
an arranged marriage. I also ended up having
children with this man. When he found out
I was lesbian, he didn’t want anything to
do with me and my kids anymore. I was
a midwife and ran my own practice, but
no men would let their wives come to my
clinic anymore. I had been in contact with
a group of people who understood me for
a while, when one day this conspicuous
woman turned up. She turned out to be
Dutch and promised me a nice future in
the Netherlands. Both my mother and I
had doubts as to her intentions, but I went
with her nonetheless. I did have to pay a lot
of money for my trip to the Netherlands;
money I had to borrow from other relatives.

After a terribly long journey through Europe
I finally arrived at a small apartment in the
Netherlands. After a couple of hours’ sleep
the cheery lady woke me up. She told me I
would need to pay her for lodgings. Because
I had no money left, I had to work for her.
After weeks of being locked in a room having
to entertain various men, I fled. I didn’t know
where to go, until someone took me to police.
My children are in my mother’s care.
She doesn’t know anything yet about what
happened. I am afraid to tell her. Once I’ve
settled down and know what to do next,
I will try to tell her. The shame I feel is too
immense and being away from my children
hurts. PINK

Immense
shame
#OpenYourEyes

Fortunately for me, a friend of the family spotted me
sitting in the window one day and told them.
Their first response was disbelief, of course.
Then they figured that if it was indeed me, I wouldn’t
be there out of my own volition. So they jumped
into the car to go and have a look. I was shocked to
suddenly see my sister outside, so I rushed to close
the curtain; then I burst into tears. The shame was
immense. And yet, at the same time, I felt a shimmer
of hope and I came up with a plan. I managed to
secretly phone my mum to tell her where I was and
to get my brothers-in-law to come and get me out.
Which they did. That’s how I got out.
He, of course, wasn’t quite ready to let me go.
But he got the message when my dad and my
brothers-in-law went over to collect my stuff.
I never reported him because I had no proof.
Because nothing was done to deal with my traumas,
I ended up in a similar situation not long after.
Luckily, this wasn’t for long as I was still close
to my family.
Years have passed and, fortunately, more is known
about abuse and exploitation, and I’ve set up my
own foundation dedicated to helping other victims.
My life is filled with true love now, but I’m not done
fighting the fight. LINDA

The conditions back home are tough. To provide for my family, I went to look for work abroad. First I
tried to find direct employment, but this failed. There weren’t any companies that were willing to hire
me directly. After a long time of searching, I found an Eastern European man who hired me out to a
Dutch haulage company. They didn’t want to employ me directly. I was at the mercy of this man.
I made long hours and had no home, lived and slept on the front seats of the truck. For months on
end I received next to no pay. A few euros a day wasn’t enough to provide for myself, let alone my
children back home. I had nowhere left to go. Six months had gone by when I met someone who
told me I wasn’t the only one. So I went in search of others and together we went to the police.
I now live in a shelter, awaiting my fate, still with nowhere to go. JOJO

At someone'
s
mercy
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Angry
Three years ago my family sent me out to the
Netherlands to work. I ended up with family,
where I was made to work day and night,
cleaning their home and looking after the
children. Over a period of two and a half years I
wasn’t allowed a single break. No days off,
no time to myself, and no pay.

There came a day when I reached breaking
point. I got ill but couldn’t go to a doctor.
One day I got into conversation with a woman.
In desperation, I told her my story. She wanted
to help me. She found my situation deplorable
and offered to let me stay with her temporarily.
So I ran away. Running away from the family
that had been exploiting me also meant running
away from my own family.
I am safe here and no one knows where I am.
I will never be able to go back to my family,
nor do I want to. My family is angry. My sister is
the only family member I am still in touch with.
She understands why I did what I did, but lives
a long way away. Aside from her I don’t have
anyone. Just the people here. I have no idea
what my future holds. PALOMA

Where I come from, I had a job and a little
daughter. I came here because a relative told
me to go here, that there would be better
opportunities for me here. The woman told
me I would be working for the daughter of a
friend of hers, but I never met either of them.
She then told me I would be working for her
and her children instead of for that friend.
I had to do everything for her, but I didn’t get
paid. I didn’t get any time off either. One day
I didn’t do as she said and she got angry.
She exploded and hurt me badly. It wouldn’t
be the last time.

One day I told a woman my story. She made
me realise that I was being abused. Later I
managed to escape out of a window. Because I
didn’t know anyone, I sat down in a tram shelter.
A young lady who walked past asked if she
could help. She took me to her home and gave
me clean clothes. The next day she brought me
to police. Thanks to her and to the police I am
now in a shelter, looking into what my future
may hold. YANG

She
exploded
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I was exploited in the name of love. A divorced single mother of one, I fell
in love with a smooth-talking man. His tall tales tempted me away from
my son and to a place where for a year I was gravely abused and exploited.
Getting ill got me out of this situation. A moment’s release from the grip
of this man gave me a chance to ask for help from someone I knew from
the past, who I hoped might be able to come to my rescue. She brought
me to safety.
I don’t know what’s in store for me. The main thing will be to regain
my confidence, to be safe, and, in particular, to feel safe again.
What I’d like to tell other girls and women? That your first instinct
is usually the right one. He looked and sounded too good to be true,
and he was. Things got really ugly. JILL

Tall tales
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Lover

boy

I became a mum at 16. My children’s father
was no longer in the picture. After my parents
passed away, my aunt sold me to settle debts
that they had left. The man I had been sold to
was going to take me somewhere where I would
do domestic work to pay off the debts.
The journey was long. I had to walk long
stretches and travel by boat several times.
After arriving in the Netherlands I was held in a
house for prostitution. I never saw any money.
One day I managed to escape, and with help
from a church group ended up in the care of
Doctors of the World. I was pregnant through
rape and at a loss for what to do.
I am 28 now, can only speak my mother tongue,
am still in debt, and desperately long for my
three daughters back home. ROSE

Sold
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I was 15 when, through a friend, I met
someone who was ten years older than me.
He made me feel like I mattered. Coming
from a broken home, I revelled in the
attention. My parents soon suspected that
this wasn’t a good relationship, so they moved
me into a boarding school. It didn’t take him
long to find me there and, holding me at
gunpoint, took me to his home. He turned out
to be part of a large gang.
My mum alerted all authorities, but they
couldn’t do anything. It took several months
for them to sort out the paperwork to get me
out of there. For months I was in that house,
where people like his ex-wife, her pimp and
others of their ilk would hang around. I never
thought I was going to have to receive men as
well. Everyone warns you but you just don’t
believe it. And then you end up thinking it’s
your own fault.
He was violent, but you try your best to make
sure it doesn’t happen. You get quite skilled
at it. It won’t happen so long as I keep him

happy. I was made to starve, got stabbed and
ended up in hospital. In hospital they asked
me if I wanted to report him, but I didn’t…
Because you’re afraid. And because you
blame yourself. He was sent to prison during
that period, so I thought: I can leave now.
But on the drive over, he told me that he
knew where my mum lived, and that if I left
him, he would kill her.
You are denied food, anything that used to
be safe no longer is, and on top of that they
threaten to wipe out your mum… that’s when
you buckle. Eventually my mum managed to
get me in protective custody and police came
and took me to safety.
Afterwards my mum told me she had never
been afraid of him. Had I kept talking to her
and had I known, I might have felt stronger.
As such, now that I’ve moved on and turned
to educating others, I’ll always say: keep
communicating. MEREL

Not so nice
after all
At age 12, I got to know this girl in school. She had this friend that I
increasingly hung out with, who introduced me to her friends, and to him.
I fell in love. Soon I was completely taken in by him. But it all went horribly
wrong after three months. He turned out to be not such a nice guy after
all. I had to do all these things for him I didn’t want to do – including
things with others. At one point I went missing for two days. The police
were unable to find me. I was found by friends of my dad. My parents
then found a care facility for me to go to.
I have been living here for eight months now and I’m doing better. I have
learned how to talk. My parents weren’t aware of what had happened to
me, and I have been able to tell them. I don’t yet know where to go from
here but time will tell. What I do want to say is that, if you ever fall in love
with someone, tell your parents. LOUISE
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Free
Two members of my family brought me with them to the Netherlands
nearly thirty years ago, on the promise of a better life, a free life. One of
them became a devil to me. For years I was his domestic slave, his dealer,
and his punch bag. Years went by before I had the courage to face my fear
of dying head on and flee. Things couldn’t get worse. Things got worse.
Homeless, I found myself at the mercy of the whims of those already
living on the streets. Then a man took me in and let me stay at his house.
I was slowly on the mend. Until he told me I was becoming too expensive
to have around and had to start earning my keep by entertaining men.
His attic became my prison. I continued to believe his intentions
were good. Things would improve. But I was at the end of my tether.
Exhausted. Then he told me he needed a holiday, threw me out and took
off with my hard-earned money.
I had nowhere left to go. No way back to my country of birth, because
I was dirt. And nothing to show for myself here, because I am illegal.
So I found myself back on the streets and once again getting picked up
by a man. Only this time by a truly sweet man. I would love to build
a new life with him. But what right do I have? Having suffered twenty-five
years of abuse, exploitation and humiliation doesn’t give me any right
whatsoever. I have a good command of Dutch, am able to work hard and
would really like to build a normal life. But my chances of being granted
leave to remain seem virtually non-existent. I may no longer be a victim,
but I am not yet free either. JACK
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My family sent me from my country of birth to the
Netherlands to get an education. Not long after starting
my studies, my dad was in an accident that left him unable
to work, meaning he could no longer afford to pay for my
education. I had to go out and find a job to provide for
myself. My family put all their hope in me. Eventually I found
a job working in the kitchen of a small company specialised
in manufacturing exotic snacks. Once I’d been there a
month, and while working increasingly long hours, my salary
payments kept being delayed. At one point I was working,
unpaid, between eighteen and twenty hours each day,
seven days a week, on the promise that my salary would

be paid to me the following month. I had no hope. I barely
slept; if I managed to catch any sleep at all, it would be in the
kitchen or on chairs somewhere in the company.
I was trapped, penniless, afraid to leave, and unable to return
home. This went on for three years, until one day police
raided the place and saved me from my situation. The boss
was arrested. I was petrified, because by then I was no longer
legally in the country and I had no idea what my rights were.
But I was taken great care of and I am safe. I can’t really go
back, but I hope for a better future. A quiet life with a normal
job that allows me to support my dad as well. RAHUL

If I slept

at all
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When I was 18, I got romantically involved with
a boy I had met through work. I had little life
experience and therefore didn’t know what
was right and wrong. He was controlling and
possessive. This being my first relationship,
I thought it might be supposed to be like that
and didn’t really try to read anything into it at
first. At the time my situation at home wasn’t
exactly hunky-dory so I moved around a lot.
Then when someone appears to take a genuine
interest in you, it doesn’t take you long to fall
for that.
Two months on he became more and more
aggressive. And every time he would apologise
and talk about people chasing him for money
he owed. That was how he explained his
behaviour. And I took it. He wanted to borrow
money. And working two jobs meant I earned
good money and could afford to lend him cash.
He kept wanting more. I reached a point where I
was giving him all of my wages. Still, that wasn’t
enough. He suggested an easier way to make
money. By then I knew the score, and I didn’t
want to give in, but I was in too deep already.
He forced me to have sex with his friends and
they would pay him for it.
I had no way of escaping, because he had his
friends watch me everywhere I went. No place
was safe for me to go. They would take me to
other friends or to hotels to make money for
him. He never lifted a finger himself but had
puppets working for him everywhere. And I
wasn’t the only girl either. All in all this went on
for nearly two years.
Going home was no longer an option.
Social services arranged for me to move to
a shelter. I would have to go to this place
somewhere in the middle of nowhere, which
felt as if I was being punished, so I didn’t go.
Following a failed suicide attempt I managed
to get myself together and, against all advice,
move to the other side of the country to build
a new life. I found the strength to ignore
the men from my past, resisting a relapse.
I am doing well now and have successfully
reconnected with my parents as well.
At 18 I was still finding my way in life and
learning about what was normal. If you’re also
dealing with a chaotic home life, you become
easy prey. You get caught up before you know.
Fear and shame may keep you trapped there.
Parents, keep a better eye on your kids. SAM
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Shame

Not only

girls
As a 15-year-old girl, through a friend of mine
I fell in with the wrong group of boys.
Through them I got hooked on drugs, abused,
used and exploited, in the Netherlands and
abroad for a little while as well. Over there I
didn’t have to entertain as many men, but
I was made to keep an eye on the others.
For me this crossed a line. I witnessed such
misery. I thought it went too far. This kind of

abuse and exploitation happens a lot, both in
the Netherlands and abroad. In regular family
homes, in flats, inside cities and outside of
them. Large networks of men – but women
too – make their money off them.
With unstoppable cruelty. And the victims are
not only a lot of girls, I have seen many boys
as well. BRENDA

Not youre

fault
I was born and raised in a fairly normal family. During the
time of my parents’ divorce I spent less and less time at
home. On a night out at age 18, I met a boy. Things were
kind of good at first, but after some time he made me do
various things for him, for his friends and later with various
strange men as well. I was used for everything. This went on
for nearly three years.
I was afraid to talk about it to anyone. I also thought I was
the only one. But at some point I entered an online chat
arranged by an organisation devoted to victims of grooming.
Initially I waited ages, because I was afraid to take that step.
But eventually the chat led to me ending up in a refuge.
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Fear and threats made me lapse back into my old life.
This happened a few times. In a relatively short time you can
settle into something that is not at all good for you. I also felt
under pressure from threats and had an enormous sense
of shame. But I couldn’t carry on much longer, so returned
to the chat and went back to the refuge. Having lived there
for nearly eighteen months I am doing a lot better now.
I have finally managed to break free from that network.
Trauma-based therapy has improved my self-assurance.
I am going to complete my studies and have just passed
my driving tests, so I can see myself having a future.
The message I would like to give to other girls is this: be quick
to raise the alarm and get help. Don’t wait, because it’s not
your fault. No one has the right to abuse you. KIM

No
more...
A female friend of mine took me with her to the Netherlands, because
life would be better for a young gay man like me. I thought I would be able
to find work as a nightclub dancer, and that perhaps I might meet a nice
boyfriend. But the men I was taken to had entirely different plans for me.
They forced me to work in prostitution. I was taken to clients or made to
receive them. The first few months I was abused and exploited that way
on one side of the Netherlands, and then I had to live through four more
years of the same on the other side of the country.
I saw a lot of men as clients, but none of them ever seemed to wonder if
this was what I wanted. And you don’t just run away. Until one night I was
in a nightclub and met the sweetest man. He asked my boss if he could
take me with him one night. He liked me and said he wanted to help me.
Life there was a lot better for some time, but eventually he wanted me
to receive other men for money.
Fortunately police managed to get me out of there and now I am safe.
All I want is a sweet boyfriend and a normal life. No more struggle.
No more. MARIO
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No
idea

Forgiven

I was married for four years in another European
country, but things didn’t work out. Before I had
obtained my residence permit, one of my wife’s
family members threatened me with my life
and I fled to the Netherlands. Obtaining legal
immigrant status in the Netherlands would be
impossible, as would returning to where I had
come from.
I wanted to work and ended up in the clutches
of an agency. An Eastern-European man sent
me to work for a frozen food company, where
I would work long hours in -30ºC. I earned
€4 per hour. After working there for a number

of years, one day I was warned to stay away
as the place was going to be checked for
illegal workers.

Then I was sent to work as a cleaner. Again I
worked long hours, days and nights, for a few
euros per hour. I had no other option. One day
I got talking to a woman who had been a victim
of exploitation and she told me I was a victim
too. I had no idea. I had come with nothing and,
after ten years, expected nothing either.
I was illegal. She advised me to go to the police,
but I was scared. Now I know that as an illegal
immigrant you have still have rights. In any
event you have a right not to be exploited.
SIMO

I was very young when my father sold me to
a stranger. I ended up in Eastern Europe,
where for many years I was sexually assaulted
and exploited. One day I seized the opportunity
to flee to another country. Someone I met
on the journey ended up taking me to the
Netherlands, where I was questioned and then
taken to a shelter. During the first interrogation
it already became clear that I had been a victim
of human traffic. I had no idea.
By now, I am a mother to three sons…
Utterly rootless, I have so far lived in this centre
for 18 months. Safe, but with no prospect of
being allowed to stay. NHATTRI
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Survived
My timeline of events is as yet not quite right, but I think
everything started when I was 15 years old. At first there was
the weed and the hashish. They allowed me to numb all my
feelings. Home wasn’t a comfortable or pleasant place to
be; we were living on top of each other and I had no space
to chill out. I sought it elsewhere. The two men I got to know
were at least ten years older than me. They took me in.
With them everything revolved around cocaine, sex, money,
power and big guy credentials. I was attracted. And I went
over to their house, so they couldn’t be that dangerous.
Then one day they took me abroad, where their intentions
with me were rather different. I feel I took a wrong turn there.
I couldn’t escape my predicament either. Because once
that was over, I met the man of my dreams. He was the
man that saved my life. But not an end to misery. I was on
the receiving end of his violent physical and psychological
batterings for a long time. It’s as if I had got myself caught
inside some sort of bad movie. He died and I survived.

You keep toughening up until as a woman you become tough
as nails. And you learn to survive. Your ‘soft self’ has all but
disappeared. Sex was love and to this day I don’t think I
know what true love is or what it feels like. My relationship
with my parents has always been one of ups and downs and
continues to be as such. Because they failed to spot
my restlessness in time back then and are unable to deal
with my pain now. A safe home life might have helped me.
Or, in its absence, high-quality temporary care.
Good support is about having faith. I think it’s good for me
to talk about and become aware of the things that have
happened to me, and to draw strength from that. I hope
something in the youth will change. What I would like boys
and girls to know is that they learn about their strength,
what a normal relationship is and what making love is,
and how they are different from porno. EVA
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Earlier this year a friend of mine invited me to spend a vacation at
his place, somewhere in the Netherlands. I have trouble telling what
happened to me there.
After four weeks of abuse I fled and went to the police to tell them
my story. My ‘friend’ can no longer be arrested, since apparently he has
returned to my country. This means I can’t go home. I am ashamed
and scared. The wounds are still raw and the perpetrators still at large.
CRISTIAN

Fear
#OpenYourEyes

Scarred
Being a female human trafficking victim’s son
has scarred him. Ani is 6 years old. A cheerful,
active boy, who never loses his mother out of
his sight. And for whom it matters that his
mother is doing well. Ani had to live through a
long period of nights spent in fear. Nights when
he couldn’t understand why his mother wasn’t
with him and nights when he would cling to
her when she was finally allowed to be back
with him.
There are many children like Ani in the
Netherlands. Children who may not always be
direct victims of abuse or exploitation, but who
most certainly are indirect victims. Often they
have been subject to the same restrictions to
their freedom and the same aggression and
oppression as their parents. Ani managed to
get out with his mother and is safe now and
allowed to go to school. But there are very
many children in the Netherlands who have
not yet made it to safety. ANI

It all started when I was about fifteen years of
age. I changed from a wallflower into a popular
whippersnapper, rebellious and contrary.
All my anger was directed at my parents,
especially my second dad. My friend was also
having issues at home and that’s how we
ended up out on the streets. A friend of hers
offered us a place to stay and that’s how things
started. It turned out I had fallen in with a
shady network. They had picked me because
I had something exotic about me, which sold
well at the time. At certain times I wasn’t
allowed to be alone at that house. It would later
turn out that this had something to do with
drug deals and arrangements with dealers.
At the time I was out on the streets he would
phone around his network to find out where I
was. The first time I was grabbed in an alleyway
and subjected to a serious assault. They made
it clear I no longer had a way out. Otherwise
something might happen to someone in my
family. I returned to his house, to him, in total
shock. My nightmare had started. He would
patch me up. Until the next time. At one point
I was dragged off the street into a car and
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drugged. When I regained consciousness I was
chained to the bed. This would happen more
and more often and yet every time I would go
to him. Because he would lovingly take
care of me.
I had been raised to never let anyone just start
touching me. As such I never did anything
voluntary. This would cost me dearly. I had
got myself caught up in the world of illegal
prostitution and found myself subjected
to the bizarrest of practices. Dirty old men
and men in suits, they all molested me in
horrific ways. Until the day of the police raid.
I was taken to the police station where they
explained to me that I had gotten involved
with so-called loverboy grooming techniques.
I saw his name in the system, but I couldn’t
get my head around it. He had never laid
a hand on me!
Because by this time my life had gone
completely off the rails I was placed in
a boarding school, where they tracked me
down, threatened me and tried to take me
away. After boarding school I moved into
self-contained accommodation, and trouble

Safe

started again! When they subjected me
to a group rape in my own home I knew things
would only be going from bad to worse. I tried
to get help from the police, but they weren’t
able to do much for me, other than allow me
to spend the night in a cell. I got more and
more hooked on booze and learned to survive.
In the meantime, my mother had located me
and was trying to get me to move back home.
It took a while but ultimately that’s what saved
me. Surrounded by a safer network of people I
became less interesting to the offenders.

Years have passed since and I am in my first
relationship with someone I don’t push away
anymore. I sleep with the light on and the door
opened ever so slightly, without considering
myself as weak because of it. For several years
now, I have been using my experiences to run
my own project aimed at prevention
and aftercare. Quality aftercare for victims
matters a lot!
The message I would like to give them is this:
Don’t ever forget that talking can get you to
safety. I have been at rock bottom and don’t
feel the need to revisit! KIM

Molested
In fear and in search of safety I fled from my country of
birth to the Netherlands. In my country, women are expected
to get married and not to love other women. The men who
were supposed to take me to a place of safety imprisoned
me and molested me to within an inch of my life. Until my
narrow escape.
When they set off to drive me and the others to another
location, I seized my chance to escape. I ran for my life.
And as scared as I was, I still went to the police. And that’s
why I am here.
I didn’t really get to know the Netherlands as a free country
until the latest Gay Pride. I cherish hope but am still ruled by
fear. What my future may hold? I have no idea, but I hope I
get to keep living in safety and freedom. EVERUSSEL
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Children in my country look up to their older brothers, to their uncles.
The big men who have made it. With big mouths and large cars.
They want to become just like them. But they have no idea. I know I didn’t.
In 2015 I was brought to the Netherlands to get into crime. I was made
to deal drugs and do all the nasty things involved with that. They paid
for everything and were therefore in charge. As far as they were concerned
I had to do anything they wanted me to do for them.
Things are difficult in my country. If they tell you to do something,
you do it. Whether you want to or not. Otherwise they will kill you.
Even here in the Netherlands. But I am not a criminal. I couldn’t do this.
I fled, into town, in search of safety. But my visa had by then expired,
so what could I do? Despite being in the country illegally, I was so afraid
the men would track me down, that I went to the police anyway,
and told them my story. The police took me to safety. Those men will still
be looking for me.
I can’t go back. Not to my country. I was tattooed and people back home
will now think I am a criminal. That hurts. I am not a criminal, I am an
artist. I am good at drawing and would really like to learn to how to tattoo.
I feel safe here. ERIC

Force
#OpenYourEyes

Occupy
them!
I am a victim of human trafficking, people exploited me.
This happens in the Netherlands: modern slavery exists!

How it got to this?! I am from a European country that, in
these modern times, enslaves its own population – through
abuse of power, corruption and a lack of human rights.
The laws in my country are of little value. People need
to survive and have learned that crime pays. This led me
to decide to leave the country where I was born. And not
just me; about a third of the population opted to search
for a better future as expats abroad. We left because of the
injustices and didn’t come here for the weather. My country,
the number one supplier of human trafficking victims.
I am a newcomer to the Netherlands. People refused to hire
me, citing I don’t speak Dutch. I am trilingual, have a working
command of Dutch and I have a good CV.
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But all of that is nowhere near good enough for Dutch
employment agency. My experiences with them hasn’t
been great. The arrogant and disapproving attitude of their
consultants pushes people like me towards the criminals.
I fell prey to the traffickers, the criminals, because I was
so eager to work and had no other means of making money.
Is that worth it? And should I as a former victim of human
traffickers now receive unemployment benefits when I would
be more than happy to work for my money?
The movie Occupy Love features this quote: “Today, the
problem is not in the people, the problem is in the system.”
I think it’s the other way around, that the problem lies with
the people abusing the system and hiding behind it, rather
than with the system itself. “Occupy them!” BULGARIAN

Grandpa
misses me
Both my parents passed away early on in their lives. I got married when I
was still a young girl, to a man who for six years pimped me out in another
country. Six long years. Under the supervision of my mother-in-law, my
bodyguard, I was then brought to the Netherlands. The family was hoping
to obtain legal status so they could start pimping me out here as well.
My husband, however, turned out to be on Interpol’s list of wanted
criminals. When Dutch police found out, they rescued me out of the grip
of my in-laws and took me to a safe shelter. Thinking of my own family
makes me feel happy. I bet grandpa misses me. And I miss him. But I
will never be able to go back to him, because my in-laws are lying in wait,
ready to pounce. NINA
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Epilogue
This pamphlet has introduced you to 30 courageous people. They decided
– despite potential danger – to share their harrowing experiences with you,
in order to draw your attention to a real and present blot on society, to
raise awareness and – for those moved or made to sit up and take notice
– to take action.
Both as an independent journalist and as ambassador for CoMensha.
I want to help get this important message out. We can’t turn a blind eye
any longer to the fact that trafficking exists, and that happens in the
Netherlands too.
Because, in my view, awareness can't lead to anything other than action
(it can’t not lead to that), I will embark on the former. This is where I will
be putting my competencies to good use, in the hope that this and future
publications will contribute to the statistics, stories and experiences
showing dramatic improvements by the time we mark CoMensha’s
next 30 years.

Aldith Hunkar
Global freestyle multi-media journalist
http://hunk-art.com
Ambassador for CoMensha

Credits 30 portraits
30 years of CoMensha.
Thirty years of combating human trafficking in the Netherlands.
Originally founded as the Foundation against Female Slave Trade
in 1986, CoMensha has grown since and nowadays (2016) serves as
the Netherlands’ national coordination centre against human trafficking.
The organisation is dedicated to asserting (in word and deed) the
interests of victims of human trafficking, and holds a unique position
in the value-chain approach of human trafficking.
CoMensha exposes the nature and extent of human trafficking in
the Netherlands. By order of the Ministry of Security and Justice of
the Netherlands – including but not limited to the mandate of the
Netherlands’ National Rapporteur on Trafficking in Human Beings and
Sexual Violence against Children (NRM) – we record and report the
nature and extent of human trafficking in the Netherlands. We do this
by registering victims and publishing (anonymised) reports on them.

Colophon
30 years of CoMensha.
#OpenYourEyes

Director Mrs Ina H.R. Hut M.A.

CoMensha coordinates first-line care for and support to victims.
Victims are entitled to safe refuge or shelter, as well as required facilities
such as medical care and legal aid. CoMensha coordinates the first-line
reception, care and support. A safe environment is the sine qua non
(absolute condition) to be able to provide assistance to victims of human
trafficking. It forms the basis to being able to build a new future.

Ambassador Mrs Aldith Hunkar
The main and central concern throughout creating and putting together
the 30 portraits was to protect the safety and privacy of the people
featured. The people portrayed as well as the shelters and refuges were
closely consulted on this. Stories have been reproduced in such a manner
that they cannot be traced to or be used to identify any specific individual.
Everyone portrayed expressed their explicit consent to publication of
the photographs.
#OpenYourEyes aims draw attention to the issue of human trafficking.

CoMensha / La Strada Nederland
Barchman Wuytierslaan 10
3818 LH Amersfoort
The Netherlands
CoMensha’s emergency helpline can be reached 24/7 on 033 448 11 86
Follow us on Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn
www.comensha.nl
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Open Your Eyes:
A visual representation of the diversity and extent of human trafficking
by means of 30 fascinating portraits in writing and photography, to bring
the issue to the attention of the public at large. The 30 portraits feature
in a photo pamphlet and a travelling exhibition

Initiator and fundraising CoMensha
Concept and execution Open Mind foundation,
Mrs Mirjam Bekker-Stoop

CoMensha provides information, advice, education and training.
We provide information and advice to value-chain partners and
governments, and supply them with relevant data, trends,
developments in relation to the fight against human trafficking.
We flag up sticking points, success factors, trends and developments
in relation to human trafficking policy implementations and rollouts and.
We issue – solicited and unsolicited – advice and influence policymaking
in respect of human trafficking.
CoMensha operates as a linking pin in the value-chain approach to
human trafficking. As an independent NGO, CoMensha fills a unique
position in the value-chain approach to human trafficking. We are the
linking pin between the (criminal) investigation services and department
and prosecutors on the one hand and reception and care facilities,
refuges and shelters on the other hand. We work closely with National
Police, Royal Netherlands Marechaussee (Royal Military Constabulary),
the Inspectorate of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment,
various government ministries, municipalities, reception centres, shelters,
refuges, care facilities, the legal profession, and various NGOs.
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