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Sophie Otiende describes herself as a feminist, teacher and survivor advocate for 
human trafficking. She has been working with grassroots organizations for the past ten 
years. Her main roles have been program development and management, and 
fundraising. She is passionate about women empowerment and growing grassroots 
organizations to develop programs that influence policy change.  She has been 
responsible for the development of curriculum on human trafficking. Currently, she is 
working for HAART Kenya as program consultant and is responsible for the 
coordination of the victim’s assistance program and fundraising for the organization. 
Sophie is a Vital Voices Fellow.

How are HAART’S programmes different from the conventional ones undertaken 
by different organizations? Did they bring about any kind of policy change?

In Kenya, trafficking is a huge issue, but not a priority issue. That means, HAART is 
the only organization in Kenya focusing exclusively on human trafficking. So, to the 
question if any policy change has happened, it has not. It would be great to see a 
policy change but there are very few players or organizations addressing the issue in 
Kenya. Also, right now, it is very difficult to get the government to make it a priority. 

As to what stands out in HAART — and which is similar to Prerana — is that we 
believe that we are doing pioneering work and disseminating our learnings. 
 While most organizations may not be willing to open up and share their lessons 
or information for others to learn, we open up. We also constantly look for 
partnership that encourage us to develop a model based on best practices, and 
learning from each other. 

Another measure, where we stand out, is spreading awareness. Initially, we used 
to conduct general awareness workshops in the communities. Gradually, we 
learnt that children needed very specific information, and, therefore, we decided to 
come up with specific ways to train them. We looked at the existing information, but 
could not find any that was contextual. So, while there was information on 
trafficking in general, there wasn’t any information specifically for Kenyans. We 
decided to develop a manual, with facts, that dug into the contextual situations and 
was in line with HAART’s work. It was a duty manual meant for teachers, who were 
trained and later double up as trainers too. We also have our “Know Your Rights” 
handout for children to make them understand their rights and basics about human 
trafficking. We reviewed the manual, took feedback from children, and improved on 
it (read here). Often, when children are in schools and homes, we assume they are 
safe. We don’t really define safety from a child’s perspective.

https://haartkenya.org/child-trafficking-manual/
https://haartkenya.org/child-trafficking-manual/


So, for us the most important thing was that the children knew their rights. In case 
their rights are abused or violated or denied, they understood who they can report it 
to. We should help them identify the places they are safe in. One of the things we do 
in our workshops is collect information about safe spaces for children. If a child 
doesn’t mention home or school as a safe space, then we know that probably that the 
child might be experiencing abuse.  

Additionally, we are working on an animation video that will accompany the child 
trafficking manual. 

So, for us, it is about constant learning. If we don’t know anything, we say, “Okay, is 
there anybody else who knows?” If somebody else knows, then we get the information 
from them and do extensive research on that. Our research and work are extremely 
evidence-based, which makes it trusted.  

Our approach, on the other hand, is very similar to most anti-trafficking organizations. 
Our focus is on prevention, protection, prosecution, partnership and policy. 

What is the situation of trafficking in Kenya?

Kenya is one of the three main hubs for trafficking in Africa besides South Africa and 
Nigeria. Interestingly, Kenya is a trafficking hub due to its economic stability over the 
years, which is not seen in its neighbouring countries. Unlike its neighbours, it has 
never been impacted by any major civil war. 

The other reason is its location. Kenya is not landlocked, whereas majority of its 
neighbours are. Therefore, the sea becomes another route for trafficking. Kenya is 
considered as a source, transit and destination country for the victims of human 
trafficking. There are many Kenyans trafficked within and outside the country. People 
from Somalia and Ethiopia are transited through Kenya because of the 
international airport. 

Recently, the police rescued 179 people from Comoros (an archipelago off Africa’s 
east coast) who were being trafficked to Kenya. 

Nepalese, Indian and Pakistani women, too, are being trafficked for sex in Kenya. 
Children from Tanzania are trafficked and forced into begging. Children from Kenya 
are trafficked for labor and sex. Yet, despite trafficking being a major issue, it is still 
not a priority issue in Kenya. 
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Talking about destination crimes of trafficking, how prominent is prostitution in Kenya 
in that case?

As compared to Asia, the situation of prostitution in Kenya is very different as cultural, 
political and administrative factors play a role. It’s hidden unlike how it is in India. 
Prostitution is layered too as those trafficked for labour are often abused for sex. And 
the way prostitution happens varies according to different economic classes. 

The way one sees prostitution in a slum would be very different from the way 
it is organized in a sub-urban area or an upmarket area. Moreover, very little research 
has been done to understand prostitution in Kenya. It, therefore, does not come out as 
a key form of trafficking in Kenya The main form of trafficking in Kenya is labor. 

What is the legal status of prostitution in Kenya?

It is illegal. Unfortunately, if the police raid a premise and find a woman soliciting 
outside, they arrest the woman and spare their clients. Therefore, the vulnerability is 
on women selling the sex and not anybody else. Client usually gets to walk free. The 
understanding that someone could be a victim of sex trafficking does not exist. The 
women soliciting are arrested indiscriminately. Recently, the police have worked with 
the national crime agency of the UK and have developed a special task force. The raids 
are now conducted in a more sensitive way where they actually screen and 
consider if the person is a victim of trafficking. Earlier, all those rescued used to 
be placed in the jail as criminals.

What are the challenges HAART has faced in implementation of prevention, 
prosecution, protection, recovery and reintegration, and policy and cooperation? Are 
these challenges global in nature?

In terms of challenges, based on my experience, I would say that we do not 
have collaborations and PARTNERSHIPS like how you (Prerana) have. We don’t have 
enough partners. Most of the time, when we come across a victim of trafficking, we 
know that we are the first and the last solution for them. And if we fail — whether we 
like it or not — we have to convince ourselves by saying, “I can’t rescue the entire 
world, I can’t do all these things alone.” But the underlying truth is that the victim is in 
danger, and there is nothing we can do about it. So, as I noticed here in Prerana, the 
challenges can be overcome by working in partnership. This lack of partnership and 
collaboration is definitely a global challenge, besides lack of awareness. Trafficking is 
complex.  It changes.  There has to be continuous research, study and solution.  
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If we talk about PROTECTION, people assume it to be a philanthropic act and not a 
professional responsibility. Often people applause, pat on our back and say, “You are 
doing a really good work.” Do we clap for a doctor when she/he treats us? The process 
of protection, therefore, has to have a professional approach and must be seen 
through a professional lens. More than a philanthropic act, it is our duty, our work and 
our responsibility. 

Qualified service providers, too, are important. We never go to a doctor who is not 
qualified to perform a heart surgery. In our case too, it’s not just about the 
beneficiaries. 

It’s also about the lens through which the beneficiaries and stakeholders are seen 
and approached. For example, for a fundraiser, it is important to prioritize people and 
tasks in hand. Similarly, a donor cannot deny one of the administration costs as it 
is part and parcel of the entire effort. If one is working with a person going 
through a trauma, wishing them good luck will not help them recover. There has to 
be a qualified person to address the issue. Right QUALIFICATION, therefore, is 
important. And one needs to invest to get qualified persons. They don’t come without 
cost or at a low cost.

The development sector believes in anti-exploitation. But ironically, we perpetuate 
the very thing which we are against in our own system. People actually ask, “Oh! 
You really want to get paid? Shouldn’t you just work for free?” One keeps doing 
good work and garners applause, but that isn’t enough. Social workers ought to be 
PAID well too. And if they aren’t, we dismantle the foundation itself. We can’t say that 
we are anti-exploitation when our foundation itself is built on exploitation. It’s wrong 
to exploit people for work, expose them to extreme trauma and not even bother to 
take care of them so that when they go home, they are better than when they’d left. 
This again is a global problem. 

So, I want that the work we to be seen through a professional lens. 

What are the key strategies of your awareness programs?

We have a specific awareness department. We involve the community and make sure 
that the information we disseminate are contextualized. We don’t have one-
size-fits-all approach for protection or for awareness programs. So, one of the 
strategies is really engaging the community and understanding what exactly 
they need, and then contextualizing information based on that. Usually, people 
think that awareness comes cheap and easy. But I feel that again that’s our 
perception. We need to develop good content about our work, and put in a lot of 
information. Often, that comes through a lot of partnerships. 
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Our manual and pictures have been produced as a result of partnership from our 
project with “Arts to End Slavery”. It is a specific arts project where we work with the 
artist to create awareness. 

Another important aspect of work is social media. We are really identifying a lot of 
victims through social media because of the information shared on the platform. Also, 
we have to be very strategic about sharing information online. We share our best 
practices and videos related to specific issues on our website for anybody to 
download. 

So, I believe it is a combination of work. We work on the ground and we involve 
community. HAART doesn’t go out and simply say that it has services to offer. For our 
own security, in the community, we don’t want to be seen as the people who are 
“speaking”. With awareness, it’s so easy for one to be seen as an outsider or an 
intruder, who is saying, “I know”.  And if one wants to avoid that, then involving the 
community protects one from that. 

Do you feel reasons for trafficking differ massively across the globe or there is that 
one common thread that needs to be addressed?

There are multiple reasons behind trafficking across the globe. One cannot merely 
look at it as a migration issue. If one looks at internal trafficking within countries, 
most of it is simply for exploitation. Someone found an opportunity to abuse a 
child, and she/he abuses the kid. Seeing it from a vantage point of view, one knows it 
is trafficking. 

When one looks at trafficking as an organized crime, one thinks of cartels and guns. 
But we know that not all forms of trafficking are organized. Due to various socio-
economic factors, some people have vulnerabilities, they decide to travel and the 
traffickers get an opportunity. 

From a wider lens, it is a blatant abuse of human rights. In a country like India, 
some forms of trafficking are cultural. So, the reason could be varied, but the 
core issue is common — abuse of a person’s rights. Moreover, trafficking has evolved 
constantly. 

Until a few years ago, we did not talk about trafficking happening online. Now, it is 
taking different forms and shapes. The idea to exploit the vulnerable is so 
embedded in our society. It is just that we need to see why that is not okay. So, I 
don’t think there is one specific reason. 
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On a global scale, where do you think a policy change is needed to address trafficking? 

I feel that there is a need for a policy change in different areas because trafficking has 
so many different aspects to it. I feel any policy at a global level would only fructify if 
we successfully identify and address the issue at a local and regional level. This is 
because the reasons vary regionally, culturally, socially and economically. This is the 
reason why grassroots organizations play an important role. They understand the work 
at a local level and then can advocate for policies that really and truly can affect and 
can be implemented. 

For us, one of the challenges is that we have beautiful policies, we have beautiful 
laws and they have been written beautifully. But the reason that stands on the way of 
their effective implementation is that these policies have not caught up with people’s 
value. It is like forcing something which people have not accepted. When one is 
working on policies at a local level, that is something contextually based or is 
consistent with the grassroots’ issue. Then, there isn’t a gap in the implementation. 

At a global level, there may be agreement over a policy, but that is something written 
in a language very few people can understand. These are the very few people who can 
understand and break it down. And by the time awareness is created at the ground 
level, there is another law/policy being worked upon. Therefore, we should start at a 
local level before we go to the global level. That’s the only way to work. For example, 
in Kenya, we have a Parliament Protocol. It took years before our women understood 
half of it. And now, the government has developed a new law that aligns with it. And 
just when we were getting used to the term “human trafficking”, now we have 
“modern slavery”, which is being defined totally differently.  So, I feel there is 
definitely a need to change the way we work on policies. 

The work we do on the ground, thus, is important because the people who work on 
the ground clearly know where the gap in the policy is. They do not just imagine it. 
When an outreach worker is on the ground, she/he specifically knows why a child is 
not safe and where there is a gap in policy that makes the child unsafe.  

Education and training programs, especially for underprivileged children, have been 
your key focus. What makes your training program for communities different and 
socially more impactful?

Education is one of the services that we offer. But it is the holistic approach that we 
have for victim care, which makes it more impactful. 

So, if a victim wants to go to school, then we enrol them in school, and if she/he 
doesn’t want to, then we look into their vocational training — a life-skill option. 
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Our work is primarily very victim-centric. We take note of their needs rather than 
expressing, “This is what is required.” 

Moreover, each person is different. For some of the victims, we work with parents, 
guide them and help them enrol their child to school. For some, it will be about 
paying their school fees for a longer period of time. For some, it will be all about 
ferrying them to school because their parents are unable to take care of that. 

We also do a bit of an informal education for the children at the shelter. If there is no 
sex education imparted in the school, we fill that gap when they do not get it from 
their guardian. For adults, we become their point of knowledge.  

You are also part of “Ethical Storytelling”, which is a community of non-profit 
practitioners and storytellers. How do you feel storytelling inspires a lasting social 
change? And how is the current trend like? Especially keeping in mind the widespread 
presence of mainstream media which looks for sensational stories. Is it taking away 
reality from stories at the grassroots level?

The world follows the money. And if we can find a way to make ethical storytelling 
profitable, then we could make more people to want to tell the story more ethically. 
At the moment, the truth is that media is a business. For the longest time, I cheated 
myself in believing that media is a tool. It can be; but the issue is that it can only be a 
tool if at the end of the day you are paid. So, if you are not paid, the tool that works 
for you, works against you. 

Moreover, there isn’t a demand for ethical stories. People or practitioners in the media 
are providing what the market is demanding. Since I am a firm believer in education, I 
believe if we educate people, we can bring a change in their attitudes. So, we need to 
have more information on ethical storytelling. And that is why it is important to tell 
the stories the right way. I feel this era of fake news is a good time to have this 
conversation.

The truth is when you sensationalize information, you are basically using facts to 
highlight and exaggerate an issue. So, it is fake. And even though it is based on facts, 
it is really not true. A donor throws money on people who show children who are sick 
and crying. Eventually, the person gets a hundred thousand to show the picture of a 
poor, weeping kid. How can you convince them to change? And does anyone even 
care about the dignity of that survivor? 

So, the organizations working on ethical storytelling need to convince people that it 
works and in that course, rights of everyone along the line are protected. They also 
need to convince the readers that enough information is being given to them. 
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Additionally, extensive research has to be done on the effect of unethically covering 
the children and vulnerable people. At every point, we need to investigate the impact 
of sensationalizing someone’s story. Accordingly, one should take their pictures or 
write stories on them, which do not breach their rights. I know several people whose 
pictures have been put out there and it wasn’t authorized. Can we know from these 
survivors, “What did they feel? How did it make them feel? How did it impact them?” 
This could be a best practice. 

Another challenge is that so far, people have not come up with how to make ethical 
stories aesthetic. What are the ways in which we can tell stories ethically and they are 
still aesthetic? Most people do not do it because they do not know how to do it 
aesthetically. This is something that needs to be discussed. 

Why do you think there is a lack of consciousness among victims that they are 
trafficking victims, among the pimps or traffickers that they are actually doing wrong, 
and among people who do not see victims as victims?

Trafficking is an abuse of trust. And it is embedded in our system because it plays 
around our relationships. Since we trust the other person, we ask them less questions. 
I know that he/she cares for me, and so I would simply go (migrate) with a clean heart. 
And in most of the cases, the person who is trusted turns out to be the abuser. 
Traffickers also look out for someone who is very vulnerable. They know the other 
person is looking for survival and won’t ask many questions. When you are barely 
surviving, the privileged ask the questions. It is the very human nature. If you are 
vulnerable, if you are hungry, if you haven’t eaten, if you are suffering, your ability to 
make decisions is really limited. Trafficking is not entirely an awareness issue. HAART 
did a research in which they spread awareness and provided enough information to 
the women who were trafficked to the Middle East and had returned from there. We 
wanted to know what information would stop them from migrating. What we found 
out was that when someone does not have any option, it does not matter what 
information you give them. They will still take the risk. Therefore, we have to think 
logically. Most of the people who are trafficked are making a very logical decision 
based on their circumstances. So, if we want to stop it, we have to increase 
opportunities. We have to reduce vulnerability. There is no running away from it. 
Enough information is not going to stop people from it. They can take the risk if the 
situation is bad enough. And there has been enough research to say that. Reducing 
vulnerability is not an option. It has to be done.
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