
A survivor of trafficking celebrates her freedom, waving the Philippine flag. 
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By Shelbi Polk, Manila Contributor

Why KALAYAAN? Today, thousands of women and children in this country lack foundational freedoms: of work, of movement, of spirit, 
even of body. Recognizing this daily battle, branches of the Philippine government are partnering with International Justice Mission to 
promote these freedoms, rescue children from abuse and give them a reason to hope. 

*To conceal the identities of victims and safeguard casework, pseudonyms have been used throughout these accounts. Actual names and 
casework documentation are on file with IJM. All text and images © 2015 International Justice Mission.

METRO MANILA - At times, fighting for justice can feel 
like an endlessly uphill battle. It can be all too easy to get 

distracted by the size of the problem ahead and forget what 
progress has already been made. As IJM transitions out of our 
work with Child Sex Trafficking and begins focusing on Online 
Sexual Exploitation of Children, it is important that we take some 
time to celebrate the changes the Philippines has experienced in 
the fight against human trafficking. 

In the first quarter of 2016, IJM conducted end-line studies in 
our project areas in Manila and Pampanga. These studies were 
designed to determine the impact of a targeted law enforcement 
response on child sex trafficking. Thanks to the excellent work of 
our partners in the Philippine public justice system, the reduction 
in prevalence of minors being trafficked was even greater than 
anyone could have expected.

The first prevalence study in Manila was done in 2009. The study 
found that 8.13% of commercial sex workers in the project area 
were minors. This means 1 in every 12 women working in the 
commercial sex trade was under the age of 18. In 2014, another 
study found that 5.53% of women working in the commercial sex 
trade, or 1 in every 18, were minors. We at IJM were pleased with 
this progress and felt so encouraged to continue to support our 
partners in the public justice system in the light of this success. 

But now we get to share even more exciting news. The results of 
the 2016 prevalence study put the percentage of minors in the 
commercial sex trade at 1.98%. Today, only 1 in every 51 women 
in the commercial sex trade is younger than 18. In just seven 
years, the Public Justice System has reduced the number of minors 
available for commercial sex in Metro Manila by 75.40%. 

In Pampanga, a baseline prevalence study was conducted before 
the office opened in 2012. That study, which collected data from 
Angeles City and Mabalacat, estimated that 8.79% of commercial 
sex workers, or 1 in 11, were minors. Only four years later, the 2016 
study has revealed that just 1.21% of commercial sex workers in 
the area is under the age of 18. The prevalence of minors in the 
Pampanga area dropped 86.23%, from 1 in 12 commercial sex 
workers being underage to 1 in 83. 

That child sex trafficking has been reduced by an average of 80% 
in these areas is clearly a cause for great celebration. But what do 
all these numbers really mean? They do not mean that 4 out of 
every 5 girls caught in this type of exploitation were rescued. 
While the PNP and NBI have done incredible work saving girls 

out of these situations and arresting their perpetrators, it is not 
purely the number of their arrests that has reduced the prevalence 
of minors available for commercial sex. This reduction points to 
a shift in the culture. This type of commercial sexual exploitation 
of minors is no longer profitable. Traffickers are scared, because 
the risks involved in exploiting children are so much higher 
than they were seven, or even four years ago. In sheer economic 
terms, the risks outweigh the potential profits. Traffickers simply 
are not manipulating underage girls into exploitation with the 
same frequency that they were before. The public justice system 
is working so well that it is saving girls before they are even 
victimized. It means that traffickers are deterred from exploiting 
children by the arrests of their colleagues, so much so that they 
stop their crimes. 

For the criminals interested in buying a child to abuse, an 80% 
reduction in the number of children being sold means this is 
much harder. When 1 in 12 commercial sex workers was a minor, 
it was easy to find an underage girl in almost every bar. Now, it 
is hardly worth the time. To find 1 underage girl in 83, or even 1 
in 53, these people have to search for hours, through a number of 
different establishments. These abusers are deterred from abusing 
children by two factors: the high risk of arrest involved and the 
sheer difficulty of finding a minor to abuse. 

For vulnerable women across the Philippines, it means that they 
never become victims.

But can this kind of change last? We think it can. 

IJM did prevalence studies in Cebu in 2006 and 2010, and these 
studies recorded a 79% reduction in the availability of minors for 
commercial sex purposes. In the six years since, the number of 
children trapped in exploitation has continued to decrease, thanks 
to the efforts of the local public justice system.  The reduction in 
prevalence has lasted firmly in Cebu, and we believe the same 
thing will happen in Manila and Pampanga as well.

Proving That Justice Is Possible

The public justice system is working so 
well that it is saving girls before they 
are even victimized.



The gains made in the fight against child sex trafficking are 
sustainable because of the growing strength of the public justice 
system. In earlier years, there were no structures or systems in 
place to prevent the victimization of vulnerable girls, and few 
existed to help them escape or recover. But now, organizations 
like the Inter-Agency Council Against Trafficking (IACAT), the 
PNP’s Women and Children Protection Center (PNP-WCPC), the 
Department of Social Welfare and Development (DSWD) and 
the various processing centers cover the problem of child sex 
trafficking from all angles. In addition, the Philippine Interfaith 
Movement Against Human Trafficking (PIMAHT ) as well as a 
number of local churches,  local government units, the Philippine 
media, and other NGOs and CSOs have worked together to create 

an enabling environment for the fight. Their  work ensures and 
highlights the fact that there is public demand, political will 
and local mobilization to end the trafficking of minors. Our 
partners have proven their effectiveness over and over again, 
through successful rescues, establishment closures and a number 
of trials and convictions of criminals. These organizations and 
institutions are the reason so much progress has been made, 
and the reason that we have hope it will continue. Because of 
the continued efforts of these partners, the number of minors 
trapped in child sex trafficking has dropped dramatically, and by 
their dedication the number will continue to drop. 

This proves that hope is not crazy. 
It proves that justice is possible. 
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A Message from Team Kalayaan:

For the June 2016 issue of Kalayaan, we are pleased to present stories that focus on hope. Even in the midst of darkness, we know that we 
have hope, and that assurance is reflected in the stories in this issue. The fight against trafficking is facing new challenges, but we believe 
that the fight is still worth it. We hope that the stories in this issue, of success, recovery and determination in the face of the future, will also 
encourage you to look forwards with an optimism that stems from past victories. 

MANILA 
75.40%

Reduction in the availability of 
minors for commercial sex

2016   
1/83 commercial 

sex workers is a minor

PAMPANGA 
86.23%

Reduction in the availability of 
minors for commercial sex

2009
1/12 commercial sex 
workers was a minor

2016
1/51 commercial 
sex workers is a minor

The above graphics are a pictorial representation of the reduction in prevalence. 

2012
1/11 commercial sex 
workers was a minor

*



In November 2015, Emma and Sherryl Salazar Leocadio were sen-
tenced to life imprisonment. The convicted mother and daugh-

ter stood side by side in the courtroom while their verdict was read. 
While Emma listened calmly to the reading of the verdict sentencing 
her and her daughter to life imprisonment, 22-year-old Sherryl wept. 
Four years earlier, the Leocadios had attempted to transport twelve 
girls to Angeles City, Pampanga from the island of Bohol, luring them 
with promises of jobs at an internet café. Local maritime police of-
ficers noticed the obscure group in queue to board a cargo ship and 
halted their departure. It wasn’t until the twelve young women were 
in the Crisis Intervention Unit, a processing center for trafficked vic-
tims, that they understood they had been deceived. IJM attorneys were 
enlisted to help prosecute the case, as it had many factors in it that 
were not often confronted in a case.   

This was IJM’s first conviction in a case involving victims who were 
intended to be employed for the purpose of online exploitation. 
Thankfully, local maritime police officers noticed the strange group 
attempting to board a cargo ship and intervened before the victims 
were transported. Though at the time the casework was new to IJM 
attorneys, this type of exploitation is becoming the new normal.

In 2013, Terre des Hommes raised the alarm about this largely un-
known new form of child exploitation when they identified over 
1,000 adults in less than two and a half months who were willing to 
pay children in developing countries to perform sexual acts in front 
of the webcam. With the help of a virtual 10-year-old Filipino girl, 
named Sweetie, the researchers identified adults from more than 71 
countries.  The crime? Online Sexual Exploitation of Children. 

What is Online Sexual Exploitation of Children?
Online Sexual Exploitation of Children (OSEC) is an emerging, 
rapidly growing form of child exploitation in the Philippines, also 
known as “cybersex trafficking”, or “internet-facilitated sex-traf-
ficking.” IJM defines OSEC as the production or depiction of live 

or recorded images, video and audio of child sexual abuse or ex-
ploitation for online publication. The Philippine Department of 
Justice reports that, in 2014, the U.S. National Center for Missing 
and Exploited Children (NCMEC) sent the DOJ over 1,000 referrals 
per month of cases involving Filipino children sexually exploited 
online. And in just the first 5 months of 2015, the DOJ Office of Cy-
bercrimes received a total of 8,035 referrals from NCMEC. 

Why now?
“Online sexual exploitation of children is flourishing at the inter-
section of poverty, modern technology and a delayed law enforce-
ment response,” says IJM Cebu Deputy Field Office Director, Atty. 
John Tanagho. 

With the proliferation of the internet and access in developing 
countries, it is becoming easier to exploit children. In the Phil-
ippines alone, nearly 40 million people are estimated to have in-
ternet access, which represents 40% of the population, increasing 
by 10% over the previous year. Even poor communities have cell-
phones, tablets and cheap internet access. Furthermore, according 
to the United Nations and the FBI, at any given moment, there are 
750,000 child predators connected to the Internet. Basic criminal 
opportunity theory tells us this combination creates the perfect 
storm. 

Before the internet, customers had to physically go to a bar or 
brothel to purchase sex. In the Philippines, most customers were 
opportunistic predators seeking out young women or teenagers. 
Now, online predators and abusers located anywhere in the world 
can exploit children without ever leaving their bedroom. Unlike 
bars or brothels with a fixed address, OSEC victims can be moved 
to and abused in any location with internet, a mobile phone, or a 
computer with a webcam, making it even easier for them to evade 
law enforcement.

Online Sexual Exploitation of 
Children: A New Threat
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By Megan A. Wills, Cebu Contributor

DID YOU
KNOW?

•  There are four main Philippine laws that 
criminalize OSEC: the anti-trafficking law, 
anti-child pornography law, anti-cybercrime 
law and the anti-child abuse law. OSEC falls 
under the Anti-Trafficking Republic Act 9208, 
which means it is punishable by life 
imprisonment. 

• Although this crime is illegal in nearly every 
country, only 21 perpetrators worldwide have 
been convicted of this crime.

•  60% of cases include a relative or close 
family friend as provider.*

•  83% of suspects arrested for child 
pornography offenses in the U.S. possessed 
images or videos of children 6-12 years old.

* These numbers are drawn from IJM’s first 20 cases, 
from 2011 to 2015.

•  54% of the victims we have seen have been 
12 years or younger, with the youngest being 
just two years old.*



While the numbers of referrals are coming in at an alarm-
ing rate and the anecdotes of client stories are bleak, IJM 
remains hopeful. Our collective experience in combatting 
establishment and street-based forms of sex trafficking 
gives us a strong model to combat online sexual exploita-
tion of children. IJM plans to leverage our successful model, 
fifteen years’ combined experience, and strong, established 
relationships with government officials to combat this ris-
ing crime.

 During the past few years, IJM has slowly taken on cases of 
online sexual exploitation of children, and starting in 2016 
we will specifically target this crime. In the first 20 cases 
(2011-2015), we saw the freedom of 99 victims. These are just 
the first 99 of thousands more to be rescued and protected. 
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A Different Crime

What’s the Solution?

Establishment and street-based trafficking 
customers tend to be opportunistic abusers 
who exploit younger adults and older children 
while living or travelling in the Philippines.

Victims tend to be younger adults and older 
children who live or work in 
major metropolitan or tourist centers.

Abusers tend to be brothel owners, bar owners 
or pimps whose only relationship with the 
victim is for purposes of exploitation.

Online sexual exploitation customers tend 
to be preferential predators who actively seek 

out young children to abuse from their homes 
overseas.

Victims tend to be young pre-pubescent girls 
and boys who are exploited 

anywhere there is Internet access.

Abusers tend to be parents, relatives or close 
family friends who take advantage of their 

relationship with the victim to facilitate the 
abuse.

Online sexual exploitation of children is a very different crime than establishment and 
street-based trafficking. OSEC has a different set of perpetrators, victims, and circumstances. 

Opportunistic and Present

Brothel Owners and Pimps

Older Girls Younger Children

Family and Neighbors

Preferential and Overseas

Different Customers

Different PROVIDERS

Different Victims

Online Sexual Exploitation of ChildrenEstablishment and Street-Based Trafficking
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When I was 11 years old, my mother and I were living in 
extreme poverty. She couldn’t even afford to feed me. But 

my aunt and her partner, a high-ranking police officer in our 
province, needed someone to take care of their adopted daughter. 
Because of my family’s difficulties, I agreed to live with my aunt 
and care for her daughter. Working for my aunt ensured that I 
wouldn’t be forced to endure hunger every day and that I would be 
able to continue my studies, things which my own family couldn’t 
provide. 

One day my aunt left for Cebu to buy materials she needed for their 
business, leaving me alone in the house with my uncle. He took 
advantage of that time to sexually abuse me. He threatened me 
into silence. When I finally did speak up, no one would listen to 
me. I thought it was the end of my existence in this world, because 
I was convinced that I didn’t matter at all. 

But God is good. My case was referred to IJM, and they helped me to 
stand up and fight for my rights. IJM lawyers helped me through the 
legal processes, supporting 
me through every 
single court testimony. 
I still admire their 
determination, persistence 
and perseverance in 
seeking justice. IJM social 
workers provided me 
with counseling and were 
always on my side to just 
listen. I was so relieved that 
someone was finally taking 
my story seriously. I know 
IJM came into my life at the 
perfect time. 

When I met my support 
system in IJM, I had no 
perceptible light in my 
life. When I attended court 
hearings, my whole body 
would be shaking, my heart 
pounding, and sometimes 
I would cry in court. 
Throughout the recovery 
process, I would     be upset 
when I was touched, and 
there were certain times 
of night that I was afraid. I 

had been  a   simple child  before I was abused, and I could not 
seem to go back to what I was before.   My trauma had changed  
my very views and beliefs about life. I was suspicious of everyone, 
always suspecting that people wanted to take advantage of me. 
The way my uncle abused me left fear and anger in place of my love 
and trust in the world, like the broken buildings left behind after a 
terrible earthquake. I was afraid, ashamed and hopeless, but IJM’s 
eagerness to assist their clients and their capacity to understand 
my experiences helped me.

Trauma Informed Care (TIC) helped me understand the way 
trauma affects those who experience it. Using TIC, IJM taught us, 
my fellow survivors and me, to handle triggers, gave us positive 
caregiving, and taught us how to live with discipline.

At first it was very difficult. Changing the way you look at the world 
around you takes a lot of commitment, but with IJM’s endless 
support, I managed to once again form strong relationships with 
the people in my life. 

By Alina and Shelbi Polk

Alina’s Story of Hope
“Because I had hope, I could continue the battle of life, to set 

a good example and inspire others. This hope seems like a 
rainbow in my life, which gives a new color to the world after 

a dark storm.”    
                -Alina

Survivors of trauma gather to share some of the reasons they have hope.



KALAYAAN 7

Their help gave me the assurance of security, and I felt socially 
accepted and respected once again. 

Before the introduction of  TIC, the only way I could cope with pain 
was to stay numb, but the trauma-informed approaches adopted 
by my case worker and counselors at IJM helped me realize that 
this would only lead me to a very scary world. Hope became my 
weapon. Because I had hope, I could continue the battle of life, 
to set a good example and inspire others. This hope seems like 
a rainbow in my life, which gives a new color to the world after a 
dark storm. TIC has helped guide a lot of clients to full recovery, 
by helping survivors fully understand the impact of trauma on 
how we view ourselves, others and the entire world. It helped me 
learn to let go of the past and embrace change. 

My case took nine years, and I am still amazed that I survived 
all the tests from nine years of fighting for my rights. Now I am 
a happy mother of two boys, and in June I graduated with my 
bachelor’s degree in mass communication. I am also an employee 
of a social enterprise and continue to manage and develop my 
personal growth. I am now applying TIC principles and practices 
in my daily life.

Through TIC, IJM opened my eyes in a positive way and helped 
me to find hope in life. They never quit encouraging me, and 
they worked hard to remind me that I mattered. Little by little 
I’ve learned to hold on and trust God. My recovery was a long 
process, but now I am happy that I have survived the challenge 
of life.  I attribute my recovery to God, IJM and my own strength 
and talent. I am so grateful that IJM never gave up on me, that they 
truly believed after darkness I deserve to see the light.

TRAUMA 
INFORMED 
CARE

Survivors of trauma laugh together at a support group.

Trauma Informed Care (TIC) refers to the way organizations 
and service providers engage with survivors of trauma, 
once they recognize how widespread trauma really is; how it 
impacts the developing brain; how it affects all aspects of a 
person’s life; as well as how it affects all parts of society.

The TIC curriculum aims to equip participants to fully un-
derstand trauma and its impact on survivors, recognize signs 
and symptoms of trauma, develop trauma-informed compe-
tencies in effectively addressing challenging behaviors  and 
conflict and identify and implement self-care strategies to 
prevent burnout and to experience secondary post-traumatic 
growth.

+1210
Service providers 

working with trauma 
survivors have been 
trained in TIC in the 
Philippines to date.

16 
DSWD 

offices (all 
regional 

offices) use 
TIC with 
clients.

“What I love about trauma informed care is the way it 
elevates the dignity and worth of each person and her story. 
Each time a service provider chooses to offer comfort versus 
control- each time she looks for the meaning behind a behav-
ior rather than responding in haste, she’s sending a message 
to the survivors in her care: “I’m with you. I’m for you. Let’s 
walk this road together.” Healing begins in relationship; trau-
ma informed care helps foster strong relationships.”
 -Ann Knapp,  Aftercare Specialist, Southeast Asia

11
Local Government 

Units have been trained 
in TIC.

+50
Trainers have been 
equipped 
to lead 
sessions 
in TIC 
across the 
country.
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INTERNATIONAL JUSTICE MISSION is a global organization that protects the poor from 
violence. IJM partners with local authorities to rescue victims of violence, bring criminals to 
justice, restore survivors to safety and strength, and help local law enforcement build a safe future 
that lasts. 


