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As part of the World Day Against Trafficking in Persons (30 July 2025), Blessing Okoedion, board member of
ENoMW and founder of Weavers of Hope in Italy, joined as one of the panel speakers at the international
webinar Eradicating Demand to Eliminate Human Trafficking. The event was hosted by the Coalition Against
Trafficking in Women, UN Women, Apne Aap, UNODC, and Vital Voices, in collaboration with CAP International,
the Center for Global Affairs, Teach Train Transform International, ENOMW, the UN Voluntary Trust Fund, and
Mediators Beyond Borders International.

| stand here not only as a survivor leader of human
trafficking but as a witness to a system built on
violence, control, and erasure.

Human trafficking is the destruction of a person’s
freedom, identity, and dignity and is often driven
by the demand of sex buyers.

From my personal experience, | can tell you that it
is a system where traffickers and pimps strip
victims of their names, stories, origins and even
age and are therefore given false identities in
response to the demand of sex buyers. This is not
accidental; it is a deliberate, calculated tactic of
dehumanisation, designed to erase who the victim
is and replace her with a product that can be sold
and bought. Her real self, personality, as the
daughter, the sister, the human being, became
hidden or destroyed, and in her place, a “thing” is
created to meet demand. This Demand for sex is
what drives recruitment, movement, and control of
women and girls in trafficking networks

In Italy and elsewhere, many victims are trafficked
to isolated roads, bush paths, apartments, and
brothels and online that are places chosen not by
them, but by traffickers who know exactly where
buyers go looking for them. The women do not
have any choice as regards and yet they are
blamed, judged, stigmatised and criminalised
while the sex buyers who abuse them remain
invisible.

Demand is the engine of this system of
exploitation and violence; without sex buyers,
there would be no reason to recruit, deceive,
move, and control women and girls in the first
place. What looks like a "choice" to some is in fact
a survival strategy under extreme conditions,
often under threat, debt, or violence.
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The daily sexual acts inflicted on victims are not transactions; they are violations, repeated over and over,
until many break down physically, emotionally, and spiritually and could directly lead to their death which
never make headlines, and are rarely included in femicide statistics. Their deaths are ignored just like their
lives were.

This is not a market, it is a system of commodified violence, built on racism, sexism, patriarchy and global
inequality. It is a deadly system, sustained by Demand for paid sex, that turns human beings into objects on
sale.

To me this demand looked like men calling, lining up, or clicking ads and never care if | was free or forced.
It looked like money in the hands of my traffickers and silence from buyers who saw me as a thing.

It looked like “respectable” men using my pain as entertainment, while society called it a job.

To end it, we must confront the demand, expose the truth, and recognise every victim not just as exploited but
as erased, violated, and too often, silenced forever.

Centring the voices of Survivor Leaders in shaping laws that target sex buyers is not only a matter of justice, it
is a matter of impact. Survivors of human trafficking carry with them not just personal pain but lived expertise
that offers unique insight into how trafficking truly operates. They know what it means to be stripped of a
name, assigned a false age, and sold in places they did not choose, on dark streets and webs, in apartments,
in brothels, or isolated bush paths. These details are not theoretical; they are lived realities.

Survivors understand that demand is what fuels trafficking and contributes to a violent system that exploits
vulnerability, poverty, and inequality.

Laws that only punish traffickers without addressing sex buyers ignore the root of the problem. That’s why
Survivor Leaders must not be consulted only after laws are written they must be present from the beginning,
co-writing definitions, shaping penalties, and ensuring that protection and exit services are part of every legal
framework.

Survivors also know how systems can fail. They’ve seen how police often arrest the victim instead of the buyer.
They’ve experienced how trauma is misunderstood in courtrooms. That’s why their voices are crucial in training
law enforcement, guiding justice reform, and ensuring that anti-trafficking efforts do not harm the very people
they are meant to protect.

When we build policies with survivors, not seeing it as just for them, we create laws that are more just, more
effective, and grounded in real-life truth. Survivor Leaders are not symbolic voices; they are experts, they are
agents of change, capable of reshaping institutions and dismantling the systems that once silenced them.

To end trafficking, we must listen, include, and follow the leadership of those who have survived it...
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